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For my Master. Thank you. 
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How Jesus Prayed 
 
 
And it happened that Jesus was praying in a certain place, and 

when he finished, one of his disciples said to him, "Lord, teach 

us to pray, just as John taught his disciples." And Jesus said to 

them, "When you pray, say…" 

–Luke 11:1–2 

 
A friend asked me to pray for her father, who was in an advanced stage of 

lung disease and desperately needed an organ transplant. 

 
"Please pray for my family, especially for Dad," she pleaded. 

 

"I will," I assured her. 

 

During my next devotional time, I remembered my friend's request and 

started praying for her father. With boldness, I asked God to give this man a 

new lung. As soon as those words left my lips, however, a white-hot flash 

exploded in my mind's eye. The reality of what I had just prayed flooded my 

heart and left me suddenly breathless. If God indeed granted my request, 

then someone healthy would soon die in a tragic accident: perhaps a talented 

young person with a promising future, perhaps a single parent with small 

children, perhaps a beloved member of my own family…I stopped praying 

and started thinking about my prayer. 

 

Thus began one of the most acute spiritual crises I have ever experienced, a 

crisis which raised some critical questions about my prayer life: How was I 

praying? What was I praying? Why was I praying? I kept thinking about my 

friend and her father. I knew that they needed my prayers, but what was I 

supposed to say? How was I supposed to pray? For many days I struggled 

with these questions, then one morning I fell to my knees and begged, "Lord, 

teach me to pray." 

 

That was perhaps the best prayer I have ever prayed. With those words, I 

began a journey, an extraordinary journey that has changed not just my 

prayer life but the very nature of my relationship with God. It has been a 

journey that has led me through the Scriptures and straight to the heart of 

Jesus himself. 

 

I launched my journey by searching the Gospels for every recorded prayer of 

Jesus. What better way to learn about prayer than to study the words Jesus 

himself had actually prayed? I was surprised to find that there are only 

twelve places in Scripture where Jesus' actual prayers have been preserved. I 

pulled out these twelve prayers and examined each word in its original 
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language. I also studied the context of each prayer—what was happening in 

Jesus' life during that moment of prayer and what happened afterward. Next, 

I looked at other passages of Scripture that mentioned Jesus in prayer, even 

though his actual words were not recorded. Always as I searched and 

explored, I kept one question foremost in my mind: how could understanding 

Jesus' prayer change the way I prayed? 

 

Perhaps you would like to join me on this extraordinary journey. Perhaps you 

have your own questions about prayer. Perhaps your prayer life needs a 

spark, a new direction, a new insight. Perhaps your relationship with God can 

be deepened. If so, join me and discover this truth for yourself: 

Understanding how Jesus prayed can change more than just your prayers. It 

can change your life. 
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How To Use This Study 
 
 

I have organized our study in the following manner. Jesus' prayers are 

grouped into five major parts:  

 

� "The Relationship"  

� "Giving Thanks"  

� "Praying for Ourselves"  

� "Praying for Others"  

� "The Final Prayers in John's Gospel"  

 

Each chapter within these major groupings contains five sections: selected 

"Scripture"; a brief word study entitled "A Quick Dip"; "Reflecting," which 

contains questions that encourage the reader to take a closer look at the 

text; "Diving Deeper," which provides insights gleaned from my own prayer 

and study time; and "An Invitation," which challenges us to let Jesus' prayers 

enrich our personal prayer lives. 

 

A Special Note About the "Scripture" and "A Quick Dip" Sections 

in Each Chapter 
 

I have carefully researched every passage in this study and recorded my own 

translation of the selected Scripture. I have underlined key words and 

phrases in this translation and included these in "A Quick Dip." Although this 

word study is based upon the original Greek, Hebrew, or Aramaic language, I 

have tried to present both the vocabulary and grammar in a way that is easy 

for a lay person to understand. When appropriate, the transcriptions of the 

original words are listed so that lay readers can keep track of the Greek and 

Hebrew words being discussed. For example, aiteo and erotao are both Greek 

words meaning "to pray." At times, readers need to know if Jesus is 

discussing aiteo (the disciples' prayers) or erotao (Jesus' own personal 

prayers). If you are a language student, the original language is footnoted for 

easy reference. My personal opinion is that the "Scripture" and "A Quick Dip" 

sections of each chapter are the heart of this book. I highly recommend that 

you use the "Scripture," "A Quick Dip," and "Reflecting" for some private 

prayer time before turning to the insights discussed in "Diving Deeper." God 

may very well reveal a piece of wisdom to you which would prove much more 

valuable than anything you would read in "Diving Deeper." And by the same 

token, as you read "An Invitation," open your heart to whatever action Jesus 

is inviting you to take. Maybe what you read in "An Invitation" will strike a 

chord; however, you may hear Jesus inviting you to try something 

completely different in order to enrich your prayer life. My earnest prayer is 

that you will allow God, not me, to speak to you through Jesus' words and 

actions. 
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About Gender-Biased Language 
 

Finally, I must address an important translation issue: gender-biased 

language referring to God. I do not want to provoke feelings of exclusion in 

this study. However, God sent Jesus into the world having chosen a particular 

place, a particular culture, and a particular moment in history for Jesus' 

special mission. The culture and religion of the day were patriarchal; Jesus' 

language sometimes reflects this patriarchal bias. I feel the need to neither 

defend nor change our Savior's words; I seek instead to understand their 

deepest meaning. As you will see in Chapter 2, Jesus almost exclusively 

refers to God as Abba, which I translate as "Daddy." Abba is a masculine 

Aramaic word. Unfortunately in our language—just as it was in Jesus' day—

we have no gender-neutral word which can define Jesus' relationship with 

God in the way that Abba and Daddy do. Furthermore, this patriarchal 

language initiates the use of masculine pronouns in reference to God. Please 

do not become frustrated by these biases. When communicating with others 

about God, we may be bound by our current language, but as we will 

discover, Jesus desires for our relationship with our beloved Creator to 

encounter no such limitations. 
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PART 1: THE RELATIONSHIP 
 
 

Chapter 1:  Finding God 
 
 

Scripture:1 
 

And having sent away the crowds, he went up on the mountain 

to pray privately. And when evening came, he was there alone. 
 

-Matthew 14:23  

 

And very early in the morning when it was still quite dark, 

Jesus rose up, left the house, and went out to a lonely place, and 

there he prayed. 
 

-Mark 1:35 

 

But he retired into the wilderness and prayed. 
 

-Luke 5:16 

 

In those days he went out to the mountain to pray; and he spent 

the whole night in prayer with God. 
 

-Luke 6:12 

 

 

A Quick Dip:2 

 

Lonely place/wilderness/mountain: The Greek word translated in these 

passages as lonely place in Mark 1 and wilderness in Luke 5 refers to an 

abandoned, empty, and desolate location. The mountain (Luke 6) is a similar 

place of natural solitude.  

 

Retired: This Greek word implies an intentional movement away from bustle 

and busyness and toward a refuge of rest and peace. Furthermore, to retire 

means to set aside a significant amount of time to spend in this place. 

Retiring is not a pit stop, a quick commercial break, nor a nod to God. To 

1Other private prayers of Jesus can be found in Mark 6:46 (after feeding the multitude), Luke 3:21 

(at his baptism), 9:18 (after feeding the multitude), 9:28 (at the transfiguration), and 11:1 (before 

teaching the Lord's Prayer).  
2The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 173. 
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retire—to go away and then return rested and refreshed—requires more than 

a few moments out of one's day. 

 

Pray/prayed: In these texts, the Greek verb translated as pray or prayed is 

a generic word that gives us no indication of what Jesus prayed during this 

private time. However, we can glean three important insights from this word: 

First, this particular Greek word implies a regular, disciplined, habitual act of 

prayer; it is not a random nor sporadic action. Second, it includes the 

absolute certainty that one's prayer is heard. Not one shred of doubt can be 

found in this term. And finally, praying includes the idea of worship; it 

involves the act of not only drawing near to God, but of also basking in the 

intimate warmth of his glorious presence.3 

 

 

Reflecting: 
 

1.  At what time of day do you regularly pray? Where do you pray? What is 

normally going on around you while you are praying?  

 

2.  Do you think that the place you pray has any effect on the quality of your 

prayer time? Why do you think Jesus sought out lonely places when he 

prayed?  

 

3.  Jesus seemed to welcome his personal time of solitary prayer. How does 

Jesus' attitude towards private prayer compare with your own? 

 

4.  How much time do you most often spend in prayer? How much of that 

prayer time do you spend talking to God?  How much time do you spend 

listening to God? 

 

5.  What usually happens after you pray? 

 

6.  If you go into your prayer time with questions, do you customarily come 

away with answers, or do you often feel, "I still don't know what to do"?  

Are you absolutely certain that your prayers are heard, or do you harbor 

doubts about your prayer's reception? 

 

 

Diving Deeper: 
 

Prayer was important to Jesus. Throughout the Gospels, we often find him 

engaged in prayer. Unfortunately, only a few passages record Jesus' actual 

3  H. Greeven, "proseu,comai, proseuch,," TDNT 2:807-808. 
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words of prayer. This is because Jesus most often withdrew to pray alone. 

Yet this private custom has much to teach us about prayer. 

 

 

A Solitary Place 
 

The first thing that jumps out at me from these four recorded passages of 

Scripture is Jesus' search for a solitary place to pray. Like us, Jesus led a 

very busy life filled with people, demands, decisions, work to be done, and 

goals to be accomplished. There was hustle and bustle, there was noise and 

confusion, there was running here and there. Jesus was busy traveling, 

teaching, debating, settling disputes, healing, preaching, and visiting. 

Someone always wanted something from Jesus—usually something 

miraculous. 

 

Jesus did not slip prayer time into his busy schedule. He did not use travel 

time as prayer time. He did not pray while he was completing another task, 

like preparing for bed, grabbing a bite to eat, or making a table for someone. 

Prayer was not a haphazard happening during the day. It was always 

intentional, and it was never combined with any other activity. Most often 

when Jesus prayed, he removed himself physically from everything that could 

interrupt or distract him. He dismissed the crowds and the disciples then 

sought out empty, lonely places of seclusion and silence. There he turned his 

attention exclusively to God. 

 

What about you and me? Do we pray "on the run," or do we withdraw from 

our families, friends, jobs, and recreational activities? Do we remove 

ourselves physically to a place where there are no distractions: no phone, no 

beeper, no TV, no radio, no "Mom!" or "Dad!" or "Hey, you!"? Do we go to an 

empty, quiet place and turn our attention exclusively to God? If not, how 

would our prayer lives change by finding such a place? 

 

I took up this challenge for myself and went out to a field behind my house to 

pray. Sometimes I would find a spot and sit down, but usually I would just 

wander around the field. It was so quiet out there—quiet enough to hear the 

voice of God. Then I thought, "I'll start taking the dogs with me. They can 

get some exercise while I pray." So the next morning the dogs went too—

chasing mice, wandering off, falling into the creek. Upon returning, I realized 

that I had not prayed at all. There was a great difference in being truly alone 

with God. Even the dogs were a distraction. 

 

Where can you find a solitary place in your life? A quiet room in the early 

morning, a bench outdoors at break time, a wooded park at lunchtime, a 

porch swing when you get home, a chair beneath a tree in the evening? Isn't 

there someplace where you can find enough silence to hear the voice of God? 
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A Cautionary Aside 
 

Originally I had entitled the previous section "Solitude," and I wrote that 

Jesus searched for solitude when he prayed. But that was absolutely 

incorrect. Jesus did not go out into the wilderness or up on the mountain to 

be by himself. Jesus was not seeking isolation when he removed himself from 

the crowds. Jesus did not want to be alone; he wanted to be with God. Jesus 

was not trying to get away from someone or something; Jesus was trying to 

get closer to someone. Jesus was seeking a relationship, Jesus was seeking a 

connection, Jesus was seeking intimacy and communion with God. A 

relationship—not solitude. That is what prayer is all about. 

 

But be forewarned. When you go to your solitary place, do not fall into the 

trap of thinking that just because you have been in that isolated place you 

have been with God. There are times when I have found that, even without 

the dogs, I have returned from my solitary wanderings in solitude. Unlike 

Jesus, I did not make that connection, I did not call on God, I did not pray. I 

had found a solitary place, but I had not found God. Why not? Because 

although I had removed life's external distractions when I went to the field 

alone, I had not removed the internal distractions racing through my mind. 

Nor had I opened my heart and connected with God's Spirit. It is like this: I 

can spend all day in my solitary office tapping on my computer keyboard, but 

I will not accomplish anything until I first plug my computer into its power 

source and turn on the machine. 

 

So prayer is about more than finding a solitary place. It is about finding God. 

It is about plugging into my power source. When I make that connection—

when I find that relationship—then I, like Jesus, will not return alone. 

 

 

Before and After 
 

As I watch Jesus retreat up the mountain or out into the wilderness, I 

wonder: What happened out there? What did Jesus say? How did God 

respond? What difference did that moment of prayer make in Jesus' life? 

Some clues for solving this mystery can be found by examining what 

happened before and after each of Jesus' private prayers. Carefully study 

Table 1 below, which outlines the events surrounding our four passages of 

Scripture that describe Jesus' solitary prayers. Compare Jesus' activities 

before and after he prayed. What were some reasons Jesus may have had for 

turning to God in prayer at these times? What are some things that 

happened as a result of Jesus' prayers? 
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Table 1:  Events Surrounding Jesus' Private Prayers 

 

 
 

 

Guidance 
 

One of the most important insights I have learned from studying these 

passages is that when Jesus prays, he seeks and receives guidance from 

God. Look at what happens when he returns from prayer. In Mark 1, he 

returns with a new preaching itinerary. In Luke 6, he returns with a list of the 

What happened before Jesus 

prayed 

What happened after Jesus 

prayed 

Matt 14:13-23 

Jesus heals a crowd then feeds 

5000 people. The disciples leave in 

a boat; Jesus dismisses the crowd 

and goes up a mountain to pray. 

Matt 14:24-33 

Jesus walks on water to the 

disciples' boat. Peter attempts to 

walk to Jesus but starts to sink 

when he becomes afraid. Jesus 

saves Peter. 

Mark 1:29-35 

Jesus heals Simon's mother-in-law 

and all who are sick or possessed. 

Jesus goes to a lonely place to 

pray. 

Mark 1:36-39 

Jesus tells his followers that he 

must go and preach in the next 

towns because this is why he has 

come. He preaches and casts out 

demons throughout Galilee. 

Luke 5:12-16 

Jesus heals a man with leprosy. A 

multitude gathers to hear Jesus 

and to be healed. Jesus goes into 

the wilderness to pray. 

Luke 5:17-30 

Jesus forgives a paralyzed man's 

sins. The Pharisees consider this 

blasphemy; Jesus then heals the 

man. Jesus calls Levi, a tax 

collector. The Pharisees murmur 

against Jesus' eating and drinking 

with sinners.   

Luke 6:1-12 

The disciples pluck grain on the 

Sabbath and the Pharisees rebuke 

them. Jesus heals a man with a 

withered hand on the Sabbath and 

the scribes and Pharisees are "filled 

with fury." Jesus prays all night on 

a mountain. 

Luke 6:13-19 

Jesus chooses the Twelve apostles. 

Jesus teaches a great multitude 

and has the power to heal all who 

are sick, troubled, or possessed. 
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chosen Twelve. In Luke 5, he returns with a sharp turn in the direction of his 

ministry—Jesus begins to challenge the religious leaders and ignites a conflict 

that will eventually lead to his death. When Jesus goes out to pray at these 

critical junctures in his ministry, he must say something like this, "Here I am, 

Father. I have completed what you have asked me to do. Now, what do you 

want me to do next?" And God obviously tells him exactly what to do because 

Jesus returns from prayer with a confidence and a sense of purpose that, 

frankly, leave me quite envious. 

 

I remember the spring of my final year in college. Graduation was 

approaching, and I had received several job offers in different towns. I did 

not know which job to choose, so I decided to spend a few days of spring 

break alone at the beach and pray about my decision. When I returned, I had 

narrowed my choices down to two of the offers. I finally decided to accept 

the job nearest my hometown, but I clearly remember praying: "Lord, if this 

isn't the right job for me, do something to keep it from going through." Since 

then, I have had numerous friends ask me to pray similar prayers for them. I 

call these trial-and-error prayers. Like me, a friend will be facing a tough 

decision about a new career, a new home, where to send her children to 

school, whether or not to go on a mission trip, or some other dilemma. She 

will make a decision and then ask me to pray for God to intervene if her 

choice is not in God's will. 

 

Jesus never prays like this. Jesus does not come out of the wilderness and 

tell his followers, "I hope this is where we are supposed to go next." Neither 

does Jesus come down from the mountain with a selection of fifteen possible 

apostles and then ask his friends to pray for God to somehow intervene and 

work the list down to twelve. Jesus never returns with a doubtful decision nor 

does he use trial-and-error in order to discover God's will. When Jesus 

returns from prayer, he does not have possibilities. He has answers. He 

knows exactly what he is supposed to do. There is no doubt, no further 

wondering, no turning to others for additional advice or prayer. He knows. 

 

How? How does he know? 

 

He knows because he listens. And he listens until he hears. 

 

If you or I are unsure about a decision over which we have prayed, if we do 

not feel a sense of confidence and peace about our choice, then we have not 

prayed long enough. I have come to realize that many times when I pray, I 

"disconnect" too early. I mean, I would never call up a friend, describe a 

problem, ask his advice, and then hang up before he answers. I always wait 

and listen to what he has to say. Yet too often in my prayers, I tell God about 

the dilemmas in my life and then say "Amen" before God even has a chance 

to respond. Not Jesus. Even if it takes all night, he will not leave his solitary 

place until he has heard God's answer. 
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If we probe a bit deeper into these passages, we will discover one additional 

factor which undergirds Jesus' confidence in his prayers: Jesus obviously 

knows God's voice. Sometimes when I think I hear God telling me what to 

do, I'll wonder, "Is that God? Or is it the Tempter disguised as God?" In John 

10:4, Jesus tells us, "[The Shepherd] goes before [the sheep] and the sheep 

follow him because they know his voice." If you or I are struggling in our 

prayer time because we cannot hear God speaking to us or because we are 

unsure about whether it is really God whom we hear, then maybe we need to 

ask ourselves this simple question: Can you and I readily recognize our 

Shepherd's voice? Maybe we can't. Maybe, in all honesty, we have not been 

spending enough time with our Shepherd. Or if we have taken some time to 

be with him, maybe we spent too much of that time talking and not enough 

of that time listening.  

 

Sometimes, however, we will experience occasions when we have taken the 

time to earnestly listen for God's voice, yet in our hearts we still feel 

unsettled. We feel uneasy about the guidance we are receiving. If you ever 

feel this way, let me pass on a piece of advice given by numerous writers, 

pastors, and teachers. One accurate way to discern whether you are hearing 

the voice of God or the voice of "someone else" is to test what you've heard 

against the written Word of God. If what you believe to be God's directions 

contradict what Jesus teaches in Scripture, then those directions did not 

come from God. God's Word is Truth, and that Truth—by definition—cannot 

change. Not even to fit your special circumstances.  

 

This one fact rests in concrete: if you and I truly want to learn to pray like 

Jesus—if we want to receive God's guidance, but we cannot clearly discern 

God's voice—then the first thing we must do is to resolve this critical issue in 

our prayer lives. How can we do this? By spending more time listening to God 

speak to us through his written Word. Just look at Jesus, who commanded an 

intimate knowledge of Scripture. Recognizing God's voice was never a 

problem for him. 

 

 

Power 
 

Let us return to Table 1. At the beginning of these passages, we find Jesus 

busy performing miracles. Jesus heals many who are sick or possessed: 

Simon's mother-in-law, a man with leprosy, a man with a withered hand. In 

Matthew, miraculous healings are followed by the feeding of the 5000. 

Performing such feats must have drained Jesus of his energy. At these times, 

Jesus chooses not to rest but to pray. Jesus then returns from prayer with 

renewed strength. No, Jesus receives more than just strength in his prayer 

time; he receives power. He returns with the power to perform even greater 

miracles than he has already accomplished: miracles like forgiving a man's 
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sins, walking on water, or casting out demons. For Jesus, prayer is the place 

to find strength and power, to recharge one's spiritual batteries, even—why 

not?—to seize the energy and authority needed to stop a violent storm right 

in its tracks! 

 

Prayer should be a place where we receive a fresh supply of God's strength 

and power as well. What do you do when you become tired and frazzled? 

When life gets too busy, when there are too many demands, when you feel 

burned out at work, at home, or even at church? Maybe you go to bed early 

but are so stressed that you toss and turn all night and wake up feeling more 

exhausted than you did the night before. Maybe you take a vacation but get 

so frustrated by delays, minor emergencies, and short tempers that you 

would have felt more rested if you had stayed at home. Or maybe you feel so 

overwhelmed that you just decide to quit—your community or church work, 

your job, or maybe even your marriage. Yet none of these solutions provide 

what you need: a refreshing fountain of strength, an invigorating surge of 

power. Maybe Jesus had a better solution. 

 

The next time you feel overwhelmed, go away. Not to rest or to run away, 

but to pray. Go to your solitary place and pour out your heart, pour out your 

weariness and fatigue. But don't stop there. As a wise grandmother often told 

her grandson, "Don't pray about your problem, pray though your problem." 

Yes, keep praying. Pray all night if you must. Pray until you hear God's voice. 

Pray until you feel a spark of peace. Pray until you feel the burden lift. Pray 

until you feel that connection with God's Spirit of power—a Spirit that never 

slumbers, that is always ready to supply your every need. Then your own 

spirit will be lifted up and you, like Jesus, can return with not just renewed 

strength, but with all the power you will need to face whatever task God sets 

before you to do next. 

 

 

Courage 
 

The final insight I have gleaned from these passages points to Jesus' 

courage. As we noted earlier, the course which God plots for Jesus is difficult 

and dangerous. We see this particularly in Luke's passages. Before Jesus 

leaves to pray in Luke 5, things are going well for him. His miracles are 

drawing large crowds; even the religious leaders are coming out to hear him. 

Then after returning from prayer, Jesus intentionally provokes the religious 

establishment. He claims to be able to forgive sins; he eats with sinners and 

tax collectors; he himself even breaks the pharisaical regulation by healing on 

the Sabbath! Jesus fans the flames and the religious leaders grow hot with 

fury. 

 

It is not easy to do unpopular things, especially when you have become so 

popular. And picking fights with powerful people can be downright deadly. 
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When Jesus walks out of the wilderness in Luke 5, he knows that the fun is 

over and the real work is about to begin. Yet Jesus approaches this new task 

with great courage. He does not flinch when the Pharisees murmur nor when 

the scribes become upset. Twice in Luke 9 (vs. 18-27, 29-45) he returns 

from prayer and calmly predicts his own agonizing death. Yes, in the 

wilderness, Jesus not only finds the guidance and power he needs to perform 

God's work, but he finds the courage he needs as well. 

 

There are so many times when I need courage in my life. Sometimes I need 

courage to stand up for what is right. Sometimes I need courage to attempt 

a new challenge or a new task. Sometimes I need courage to admit that I am 

wrong and to ask for forgiveness. Sometimes I need courage to share my 

faith with a stranger—or a friend. Sometimes I need courage in the face of 

illness or hardship. Sometimes I need courage in the face of conflict. What 

about you? 

 

 

An Invitation: 
 

Guidance, power, and courage—these are the gifts which Jesus received 

when he went out to pray. What gifts do you need? Right now, at this very 

moment in your life, are you facing an important decision? Could God's 

guidance help you discern the right path to choose? Or are there struggles 

weighing you down? Are you battling illness or depression? Could you use a 

dose of God's power and strength? Are you frightened or insecure? Is there 

something you feel that God is calling you to do, but you are hesitant to 

make that commitment? How would your life change if you received God's 

gift of courage? 

 

God knows our needs. That is why Jesus invites us to follow him and right 

now—today—to get up and go out to find our own solitary place, to discover 

these same gifts that he received every time he went out and prayed. Will 

you accept the invitation? Will you find a place free from distractions and take 

the time to open your heart to God? Will you seek a deeper relationship? And 

will you stay connected long enough to hear your Shepherd's voice? Even if 

you can only manage it once a week, take the step. Find a place. Open your 

heart. Don't hesitate; start today. Believe me, soon you will wonder how you 

ever survived without your place, without your time, without your growing 

relationship with God. 
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Chapter 2:  Father 
 

 

Scripture: 
 

Righteous Father, the sinful world has not known you, but I have 

known you, and these have known that you sent me. And I 

have revealed your name to them, and I will reveal it in order 

that the love with which you loved me may be in them, and I 

may be in them. 
 

-John 17: 25–26 

 

And he [Jesus] said to them [Peter, James, and John], "My soul 

is very sorrowful, even to the point of death; stay here and 

watch. And proceeding a little way, he fell on the ground and 

prayed that if it were possible, the hour of suffering might pass 

away from him. And he said, "Abba, Father, all things are 

possible for you; take this cup of suffering away from me; yet 

not what I will, but what you will be done." 
 

-Mark 14: 34–36 

 

 

A Quick Dip:1 

 
Father: The Greek word used here is pater, and it refers to the male parent 

who, in the patriarchal world of the biblical writers, was the sole provider and 

the respected, authoritative head of the family. It is important to understand 

that the survival of the family in ancient times rested upon the shoulders of 

the father. Legally, only the father of the family could own property. 

Therefore, everything—food, clothes, shelter—came from the father's hand. 

Daughters were protected and cared for by their fathers until they were 

married. Sons worked alongside their fathers in the family business and did 

not own any property until they received their inheritance. Deprived of a 

father to care for them, widows and orphans became dependent upon the 

charity of others and many were plunged into poverty.  

 

But those ancient fathers provided their families with more than physical 

necessities. Fathers were teachers, handing down practical skills and a trade 

to their sons. Fathers were also the spiritual heads of their households; they 

provided the sacrifices for worship and atonement, led the family prayers, 

and taught the precepts of Scripture to their families. A child seeking 

1The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 173. 
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guidance and wisdom would turn to her father for help.2  

 

Abba: This is the Aramaic word that is often translated as father and carries 

the same essential meaning found in the Greek word  pater. Abba was the 

word used by Jesus' community in everyday family life; it was the babbling 

word that the Hebrew child first used to call her father. In my opinion,  Abba 

can best be translated in our language as "Dada" or "Daddy." 

 

Known: When John talks about knowing God in the Fourth Gospel, he is not 

referring to our possession of some cold, hard facts about God. On the 

contrary, knowing God comes from a personal encounter with God; 

knowledge of God must include possessing a personal relationship with God. 

Furthermore, it is important to understand that we obtain this knowledge, not 

from our own observation or speculation about God, but from God's decision 

to actively divulge this knowledge to us. To say it another way: We cannot 

come to know God based on something that we attempt to discover for 

ourselves. Rather, we come to know God based on what God chooses to 

reveal to us. The knowledge—the revelation—always comes from God, and 

those who have received such knowledge have also received the opportunity 

to enter into a personal, intimate, eternal relationship with God. 

 

Name: In Bible times—and in many places still today—the name of someone 

is considered to be more than just a label. The name is believed to contain 

the personality or the inner essence of a person or deity. In some mysterious 

way, to possess the name of someone is to possess a part of that person, 

including that person's power and will. 

 

 

Reflecting: 
 

1.  What name, title, or personal traits do you use when addressing God in 

prayer? What does this name reveal about your relationship with God? 

 

2.  Why do you suppose Jesus called God "Abba"? In what ways is God like 

one of those ancient patriarchs?  

 

3.  What do you know about God from your own personal experiences? Do 

you possess an intimate relationship with God? Does the name that you 

use for God in prayer reflect your personal knowledge, your intimate 

relationship? 

 

 

 

2  G. Schrenk, G. Quell, "path,r, patrw/j, ktl," TDNT 5:945-1022. 
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Diving Deeper: 
 

 

What's in a Name? 
 

In the children's fairytale, Cinderella races down the palace steps as the clock 

strikes midnight. In desperation, the prince rushes after her. He has fallen in 

love with this beautiful young woman, and if she slips away from him, he 

fears that he will not be able to find her again. Why not? Because he does not 

know her name. 

 

In our society, names help us find one another. With a name and a phone 

book, you can find out where someone lives. With a name, a computer, and a 

few numbers, you can find out a whole lot more. Possessing a name gives us 

access to a great deal of personal information. However, in many ancient and 

modern cultures, possessing a person's name carries even greater 

significance. A name is not just a label or an access code. A name is a 

revelation; the name contains the personality and inner nature of an 

individual. In the past, for example, North American Apache boys and girls 

were given new names when they came of age. Compared to their birth 

names, these new names were chosen to be more descriptive of their 

growing talents and personalities.4 There are many other similar examples. 

Every Navajo had two names: a vague name used in daily conversation and a 

"real" name that was kept secret and used only in times of danger or great 

need. Furthermore, if a fellow Navajo used another's real name when asking 

for help, a special force was believed to be exerted, and the one asked was 

required to do everything in his or her power to assist the requester.5 

 

Likewise in Bible times, the possession of someone's name—especially a 

deity's name—carried similar advantages. Genesis 32 tells us that after 

pinning an angel in a wrestling match, Jacob asks the angel to tell him his 

name. Jacob knows that if he can discover the angel's name, he will have 

access to the angel's power. The angel knows this, too, and refuses to reveal 

himself. Jacob limps away with a blessing, but not a name. 

 

In Exodus 3, a voice from a burning bush tells Moses to return to Egypt and 

demand the release of the Hebrew slaves. Moses balks by asking, "When I go 

to the Israelites and tell them that their God has sent me, they will ask me, 

'What is his name?' What should I tell them?" God replies, "I am who I am. 

Tell them 'I AM' sent you." Moses and God both know that Moses will need 

God's name and God's power in order to obtain freedom for the Hebrews. 

4  Thomas E. Mails, The People Called Apache (New York: BDD Illustrated Books, 1993), 75.  
5  James A. Maxwell, ed., America' s Fascinating Indian Heritage (Pleasantville, N.Y.: The Reader's Digest 

Association, 1978), 235-36. 
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I AM 
 

This name given to Moses (translated from the Hebrew word Yahweh) was a 

new revelation for God's people. In an aside, it is interesting to note that the 

name Yahweh was—and still is—so revered by the Jewish people that it is 

rarely ever spoken. Instead, the Hebrew word for Lord is almost always 

substituted for Yahweh. But let us return to the main point. If a name is 

supposed to reveal something about who someone really is, then what does 

Yahweh reveal to us about God? After all, what does I AM really mean? 

Though scholars have discussed its possible significance for thousands of 

years, there is no clear understanding of what God meant when God revealed 

himself as I AM. It is a vague revelation, and I believe that God intended for 

it to be that way. Addressing God as I AM is like speaking to God in a mist or 

through a veil. Indeed, you may recall that in the Temple, God's seat in the 

Holy of Holies was separated from the people by a heavy curtain. Direct 

access to God was rarely permitted, and then only to the high priest. In Old 

Testament times, the revelation of who God is—in both the name and in the 

worship place—was only partial. Much about God remained mysterious and 

hidden. 

 

As we pointed out in "A Quick Dip," it is important to understand that we 

human beings can know only as much about God as God chooses to reveal. 

Try as we may, we cannot find God unless God desires to be found. The 

revelation is always God's choice, never ours. Therefore, the revelation of 

God's name must be seen as a gift, a gift that was not fully conceded until 

the coming of Jesus Christ. 

 

 

Knowing God's Name 
 

In the prayer quoted above from John 17, Jesus declares that he knows God. 

Remember, knowing means having personal knowledge about someone, 

knowledge that comes from an intimate relationship with that person or 

being. Jesus knows God because, as John states in his prologue (John 1:1–

2), Jesus was in the beginning with God and Jesus was God. Nothing about 

God has ever been hidden from the Christ. Jesus' knowledge of God is 

complete. 

 

Furthermore, Jesus declares that not only does he know God, but that he has 

also made God's name known to his disciples. In contrast to the burning bush 

episode, when the disciples—and we along with them—receive God's name 

from Jesus, we can be assured that this name contains the full revelation of 

who God is. This name includes the revelation of God's nature; it includes the 

revelation of his purpose; it includes the revelation of his power in our lives. 

So, what is this name which Jesus has made known to us? Well, if we 
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examine all of Jesus' recorded prayers and if we look at all of Jesus' 

references to God in his daily teachings, then we discover that the 

predominant name Jesus uses when speaking to or about God is Father. In 

fact, Father is used as Jesus' direct address to God in every prayer except 

one: his cry of abandonment from the cross (see Chapter 10). 

 

 

God as Father 
 

You may shrug your shoulders and say, "Father? The name Father doesn't 

seem like an earth-shaking revelation to me." And to those of us who grew 

up reciting the Lord's Prayer, perhaps it does not. However, to the disciples 

and members of the early church, this revelation was paramount. You see, in 

all of the Old Testament, there are only about a dozen references to God as 

Father,6 and in each case the term is used as a metaphor: "Yet, O Lord, you 

are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter" (Isa 64:8). Here the 

prophet compares God to a father in the same way that he compares God to 

a potter. Jesus, however, uses Father as a form of direct address: "Righteous 

Father, the sinful world has not known you." You see, Jesus never says, 

"Lord, you are like a father to me," as the Old Testament writers did. 

Instead, Jesus calls God Father by name. God isn't like a father, God is the 

Father. The difference in address is huge.  

 

Jesus refers to God as Father over 175 times in the Gospels. Jesus directly 

addresses God as Father six times in John 17 alone. To the Jewish 

community and the early church, this was new. This was radical. And if we go 

back to the original language, it can become radical to us today. 

 

 

Abba 
 

The New Testament was originally composed in Greek—the international 

written language of the day. However, the people in Palestine—including 

Jesus—spoke Aramaic. So when the gospel writers set out to record the 

words of Jesus in the first century, they had to translate Jesus' original 

Aramaic words into Greek. Nevertheless, in our passage from Mark 14 above, 

we find one Aramaic word preserved in its original form: Abba.  I believe that 

Mark preserved the original language here because he knew that this tiny 

word was the key to understanding Jesus' relationship with God. Paul and 

other writers in the early church also took pains to preserve Abba as a direct 

address to God in prayer.7 Elsewhere in the Gospels, however, Jesus' Abba 

was translated into pater. Down through the centuries from Aramaic, to 

6  Some examples: Ps 89:26, Isa 63:16, 64:8 
7  Rom 8:15, Gal 4:6 
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Greek, to Latin, and finally to English, we would have completely lost Abba if 

it were not for Mark and Paul. And to lose Abba would have been to lose the 

key, because neither pater nor father quite capture the full meaning of abba. 

 

Pater is much like our English word father. It is a formal word that can signify 

a close or distant relationship. Father denotes a biological connection, a 

begat. Most people in our society today do not call their fathers, "Father." It 

sounds too formal. Abba, on the other hand, is a very informal word. It is 

much like dada or daddy in our society today. It is the babbling word a small 

toddler first uses to call her daddy. When Jesus calls out to God in the 

Garden, he cries, "Dada!" When Jesus teaches his disciples about God, he 

speaks to them about his Daddy. 

 

Abba must have shocked the Jewish community as much as Daddy would 

shock the people in our pews today. Abba was an intensely intimate term 

that must have made devout religious people extremely uncomfortable. Abba 

was infantile babbling. Abba was a family word. To the Jews, remember, God 

was Yahweh, and that revered name could not even be spoken aloud. Yet 

here was Jesus traveling all over Palestine and calling God, "Daddy"! 

 

 

A Loving Daddy 
 

So, when Jesus calls God Abba, what does he mean? To those of us who are 

fortunate enough to have had loving fathers, we know Daddy as the one who 

provided food, shelter, and clothing for us. Daddy fixed our bike and 

bandaged our knees. Daddy played catch with us and comforted us when we 

had a bad dream. Likewise for Jesus, Daddy is the one who gives each of his 

children the gift of life and provides the beautiful earth for our home. Daddy 

raises up food from the ground, creates the materials for our shelter and 

clothes, and provides the sun's rays and the fire's blaze for our comfort and 

warmth. Daddy brings us wonderful gifts each day: a summer sunset, a 

colorful rainbow, a dazzling snowfall, a brilliant butterfly. Daddy brings 

healing when we are sick, comfort when we mourn, courage when we are 

afraid, strength when we feel weak, and assurance when we face death. If 

we will let him, Daddy will guide us safely through life's darkest storms. 

 

So you see, when Jesus calls God "Daddy," he changes everything. Suddenly 

we no longer perceive God as a mysterious I AM hidden and inaccessible 

behind some religious veil; instead we discover that God is our Daddy—

stooped down, smiling broadly, arms opened wide—who loves us without 

reservation and who wants to be by our side every moment of every day. 

Our relationship has completely changed. We are no longer Yahweh's distant 

worshipers; we are now our Daddy's beloved children. 

 

And let us not overlook the fact that when Jesus grants the gift of God's 
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name to us, he gives us more than just this revelation. He also gives us 

access to our Daddy's power. This is the undeniable truth: as our Daddy's 

children, we have access to the power of our Daddy's love—the power to heal 

the brokenness in our lives and in our world, the power to comfort those who 

are suffering and afflicted, the power to bring the hope of eternal life to those 

who are lost in darkness. If we understand this truth, then we can fully 

comprehend what an incredible revelation—what an incredible gift—the name 

Abba is to the whole world! 

 

 

An Invitation: 
 

When Jesus prayed Abba, he showed us the kind of relationship that he 

wants us to have with God in our own prayer lives. Think again about your 

prayers. What name do you most often use when you address God? What 

does this name reveal about your relationship with God? 

 

When I reflected on my own prayers, I found that I had never really paid 

attention to any of the names I used when I spoke to God. Sometimes I 

would pray God, sometimes Father, sometimes Lord, but these were just 

words mindlessly uttered. Not one of them pointed me toward a closer, more 

intimate relationship with God. So I began a search, a search for a name that 

would help me make a more personal connection. I began with Daddy. After 

praying "Daddy," however, I found that this name did not provide the right 

connection for me. Perhaps because my biological father lives next door, the 

name Daddy always brings that human face to my mind. For others, the 

name Daddy might fail to create a positive connection for different reasons. 

For those whose fathers were absent or abusive, the name Daddy would stir 

up deeply negative feelings. This name would not point some people to the 

close relationship Jesus wants us to have with God. 

 

There are many other titles, images, and names for God found in Scripture: 

King, Counselor, Teacher, Shepherd—to name a few. I considered each of 

these, but finally I asked God himself to give me a name that would define 

our relationship. It so happened that I was reading a story about a master 

and an apprentice at that time. I have a martial arts background and have 

always been interested in the ancient master/apprentice relationship. In 

olden days, the master and apprentice would not just train together; they 

lived, worked, worshiped, and studied together. The master would spend 

years teaching the student the secrets of his wisdom and power. Because of 

their constant contact, the master and apprentice forged a unique bond, a 

deeply intimate connection. It is a type of relationship for which I have 

always longed. As I pondered this ancient alliance, something stirred in my 

heart. I realized that this was the name which God had chosen for me to use 

in my prayers: Master. Suddenly, I had found my relationship. 
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It is difficult for me to describe what happened when I first prayed Master. 

Before, whenever I prayed God or Father—whenever I prayed without really 

thinking about the name I was calling on—my prayers felt like arrows shot 

into a mist. I knew that someone was out there, and sometimes I felt as 

though I had hit the target, but most of the time I was not sure. I could not 

see. I shot my arrows into this thick, gray fog and hoped that something 

good would happen as a result. However, the moment that God revealed 

himself to me as Master, the mist evaporated. I could clearly see my mark, 

the one for whom I was aiming: the Master I had always wanted—all-wise, 

all-powerful, all-loving. Moreover, I began to truly see myself as an 

apprentice: spending my days and nights at my Master's side, absorbing his 

wisdom, experiencing his power, carrying out the tasks for which he prepares 

me. It was a totally new relationship for me. Before, I had always prayed to a 

God who was somewhere out there. Now, I just turn to the one who is beside 

of me and speak the name, "Master." Immediately I can establish a direct 

line of sight with my goal; immediately I feel a close, intimate bond with God. 

 

To you, Master may mean nothing, but with God's help you can find the 

name that leads you to discover a deeply intimate relationship with God in 

your own prayer life. Jesus invites you to find the name that will stir your 

heart when you call out to God, to find the name that defines your 

relationship with God, to find the name that defines God's purpose for your 

life, to find the name that fills you with a sense of God's powerful presence 

every time you pray. It may seem hard to understand, but finding the name 

and the revelation that God has chosen to give you can change your prayers, 

it can change your relationship, it can change everything. The same way that 

everything changed for humanity when Jesus revealed to us the name Abba. 
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Part 2: GIVING THANKS 
 
 

Chapter 3:  Blessings 
 

 

Scripture: 
 

(Feeding the 5000) 
 

Taking the five loaves and the two fish and looking up to 

heaven, Jesus blessed them and broke them and gave them to 

the disciples to set before the crowd. 
 

Luke 9:16 

 

(Feeding the 4000) 
 

And Jesus directed the crowd to sit down on the ground, and 

taking the seven loaves and giving thanks, he broke them and 

gave them to his disciples in order that they might set them 

before the people. And they set them before the crowd. And 

they had a few small fish, and having blessed the fish, he told 

the disciples to also set these before the people. 
 

Mark 8:6–7 

 

(At the Last Supper) 
 

And while they were eating, Jesus took a loaf of bread, blessed 

it, broke it, and gave it to the disciples saying, "Take, eat, this 

is my body." And he took the cup, and after giving thanks, he 

gave it to them, and they all drank of it. 
 

Mark 14:22–23 

 

(After the resurrection; on the road to Emmaus with Cleopas and his 

companion) 
 

And it happened that, as Jesus sat at the table with them 

[Cleopas and his companion], he took the bread, blessed and 

broke it, and gave it to them. And their eyes were opened and 

they recognized him. And he vanished from their sight. 
 

Luke 24:30–31 
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A Quick Dip:1 

 
Blessed: The Gospel writers use two different Greek words to refer to Jesus' 

prayers before meals. The first is eulogeo, which literally means "good 

words." To speak good words to or about someone is to bless them. When 

Jesus says the blessing before each meal in these passages, he gives God 

thanks and praise for God's blessing upon us: his life-sustaining gift of food. 

 

The opposite of a blessing is a curse. Just as God has the power to bless, God 

also possesses the power to curse. God is not required to bless us daily with 

good gifts, yet he does because God himself is good. Imagine what our lives 

would be like if our God was not good, if he chose to curse us instead of bless 

us each day! Our appreciation of God's blessings and God's goodness is vital 

if we are to enjoy a strong relationship with him. Indeed, to refuse to thank 

God—to take our daily gifts of food and our many other blessings without 

gratefully acknowledging the Giver—is as spiteful an action as verbally 

cursing God. 

 

Give thanks: The second word used to describe Jesus' prayer at mealtimes 

is eucharisteo. The root word found in eucharisteo is charis, or joy. Joyful 

thanksgiving; heartfelt, overflowing gratitude—this is eucharisteo. It is 

interesting to note that the term Eucharist, used by some Christians in 

reference to Holy Communion or the Lord's Supper, comes from this Greek 

word.  

 

 

Reflecting: 

 
1.  What is your custom of blessing at mealtimes? Do you repeat a traditional 

blessing? If so, what does it mean to you? What runs through your mind 

whenever you hear someone say a blessing? 

 

2.  From the passages above, what do you observe about Jesus' custom of 

blessing at mealtimes? How important do you suppose this was to Jesus? 

To the disciples? What do you suppose Jesus said whenever he blessed 

the food? 

 

3.  When you give thanks to God, especially at mealtimes, do you experience 

that surge of gratitude and joy expressed by the word eucharisteo?  What 

can you do to strengthen your feelings of gratitude toward God? 

 

1 The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 173. 
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4.  Look carefully at the Luke 24 passage. What exactly do you think caused 

Cleopas and his companion to finally recognize Jesus (remember, they 

had spent the afternoon traveling and talking with him)? 

 

 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

Giving Thanks 
 

Out of the twenty-four public prayers of Jesus found in the four Gospels, 

twelve (one-half) of these are prayers of thanksgiving. Ten of these twelve 

prayers record Jesus giving thanks for food at meals. In fact, the only prayer 

of Jesus to be found in all four Gospels is his prayer of thanksgiving before 

the feeding of the 5000. It is obvious, just from the numbers, that giving 

thanks to God was a priority in Jesus' prayer life. 

 

We will examine Jesus' prayers of thanksgiving in the three chapters in this 

section. In this chapter, we will look specifically at Jesus' blessings before 

meals. The gospel writers make note of Jesus' mealtime prayers on four 

different occasions: 

 

� the feeding of the 5000 (Matt 14:19, Mark 6:41, Luke 9:16, and John 

6:11) 

� the feeding of the 4000 (Matt 15:35 and Mark 8:6)  

� the Last Supper (Matt 26:26, Mark 14:22, and Luke 22:17)  

� Jesus' meal with Cleopas and his companion after their encounter on the 

road to Emmaus (Luke 24:30). 

 

 

The Jewish Custom 
 

In Jesus' day, strict customs were established regarding the blessing at 

meals. No one was allowed to eat anything before the blessing was said. If a 

person was eating alone, she was to say the blessing privately; otherwise, 

the head of the household would say the prayer of blessing with a piece of 

bread in his hand. Everyone would respond by saying "Amen." The head of 

the house would then break the bread and pass it around the table, first 

serving the one in the seat of honor at his right. This ritual signaled the 

beginning of the meal. When the meal was finished, another prayer of 

thanksgiving was offered for the food. Usually the guest of honor would be 

asked to say this blessing. The guest would take the "cup of blessing," hold it 

up, and with his eyes on the cup, he would pronounce the final blessing. 

During Passover, the meal would contain additional blessings, several said 
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over the cup at different times during the course of the feast.2 

 

To the Israelite who understood that everything a person possessed came 

directly from the hand of the Creator, it was only natural to accept God's 

blessing of food and drink with thanksgiving and praise. This awareness of 

God's gifts and the proper response through prayer and worship were 

carefully observed by the Jewish people in Jesus' day. Jesus himself 

embraced this practice of grace during meals—while rejecting other Jewish 

customs (pious Sabbath rules, hypocritical conduct by religious leaders, rules 

about hand washing). In the Gospels, every time Jesus touched food, he 

gave thanks. There is even evidence that Jesus added some kind of personal 

touch to his own blessing. For example, we see in our Luke 9:16 passage 

that Jesus broke tradition and looked up toward heaven in this prayer 

(normally the head of the household would bow his head during the 

blessing3), and in my mind at least, I can hear Jesus adding the name Abba 

to his blessing. It could also be that Jesus had a special way of handling the 

bread when he broke it. But there was something unique about Jesus' 

blessing, something his followers must have seen and heard him do hundreds 

of times, because it was during the blessing and breaking of the bread that 

Cleopas and his companion finally recognized their risen Lord. 

 

 

A Model for Us 
 

Why was the blessing so important to Jesus? I think part of the importance 

goes back to what was just said: Jesus valued that ancient awareness of God 

as provider. Jesus' prayers at mealtimes encourage us to remember, every 

day, that our nourishment, our health, our life—everything—comes from the 

hand of God. We must give thanks. It is our natural response. 

 

However, when we look at the prayers preceding the feeding of the 

multitudes, we find that Jesus' blessings contain more than words of thanks. 

Let's look carefully at the passages from Luke 9 and Mark 8. Let us take a 

step back in time to a rocky hillside in a distant land. We are gathered with 

thousands of others to hear Jesus. Now it is late and everyone is growing 

hungry. Jesus turns to his followers and tells them to feed the crowd, but all 

the disciples can scrounge up are a few fish and some bread. At this point, 

Jesus instructs everyone to sit down in an orderly fashion, and then he prays. 

If we look closely, we notice that the words of Jesus' prayers are not 

recorded by the Gospel writers. They only say that Jesus blessed or gave 

thanks for the food. Since no other words are recorded, it is safe to conclude 

that when Jesus picks up the food, he only offers up the traditional Jewish 

2 H. Beyer, "euvloge,w, euvlogi,a," TDNT 2:760 –61. 
3 Beyer, TDNT 2:762. 
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blessing: "Blessed be you, O Lord [or perhaps Abba] our God, King of the 

world, who has caused bread to come forth out of the earth."4 Jesus does not 

ask for manna to fall down from heaven; he does not ask God to multiply the 

food. A prayer like that would have been recorded by the Gospel writers. No, 

Jesus simply prays a customary Jewish blessing, and that is all he prays. 

Thousands of people, a few loaves of bread, some small fish, and Jesus just 

says, "Thank you." He doesn’t ask for more. Why not? 

 

Because Jesus trusts that what his Daddy has already given him will be 

enough. Yes, Jesus' blessing is more than a prayer of thanks. It is a prayer of 

trust. 

 

This model prayer which is repeated six times in the Gospels raises some 

important questions for each of us: What kind of prayers do we customarily 

pray? Honestly, do we trust that what our Daddy has given us will be 

enough, or do we most often find ourselves asking for more? What do you 

and I usually do when we pray: do we give thanks or do we place an order? 

 

 

Counting Every Blessing 
 

Let's not leave the hillside just yet. Look back at the Mark 8 passage where 

Jesus feeds the 4000. In this account of this miraculous feeding, the disciples 

bring Jesus seven loaves of bread. Jesus says the blessing, breaks the bread, 

and distributes it. A little later, the disciples return with some fish. Instead of 

saying, "Okay, pass those out, too," Jesus stops, takes the fish, and blesses 

them as well. He does the same thing at the Last Supper; he blesses the 

bread and then a moment later he also gives thanks for the cup. The point I 

want to make here is this: Jesus stops to give thanks for each thing at these 

meals. Jesus is aware of and thankful for each specific blessing his Daddy has 

given him: the bread, the fish, the wine. We never hear Jesus say one of 

those blanket "thank you for everything" prayers. 

 

Rick was a preschooler when his mother shared with me his special blessing 

at mealtimes. The family would bow their heads as Rick repeated their table 

blessing ending with, "Thank you for our daily bread." But then Rick would 

always open his eyes, look around the table, and add, "And thank you for the 

chicken…and the carrots…and the broccoli…and the salt…and the pepper…and 

the tea. Amen." Rick always thanked God for everything that was on the 

table. We laughed because it was cute. However, after studying Jesus' 

blessings, I realized that Rick's prayer wasn't just cute. It was profound. It 

was a prayer Jesus himself would have prayed. 

4 Beyer, TDNT 2:760. 
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I decided to try using Rick's prayer. I discovered that it can be a powerful 

thing to spend a moment before each meal and thank God for every gift that 

sits before me. Have you ever thanked God for salt? Have you ever eaten a 

meal without salt? (Give them both a try!) The point here is well-taken: if we 

can learn to count every blessing during our mealtimes, maybe we will then 

begin to count the many other blessings God bestows upon us throughout 

the day. And counting blessings can change lives. 

 

 

An Attitude of Thanksgiving 
 

Clay5 is a very unhappy man. He is seeing a counselor because his 

unhappiness has led to violent verbal outbursts that have put his marriage on 

the brink of disaster. Clay and his beautiful wife both have good jobs. They 

have two healthy, active children. Clay owns cars, trucks, boats, and a four-

bedroom home. However, Clay's friends have better trucks, bigger boats, 

vacation houses at the beach, and five-bedroom homes. It is difficult to 

understand, but when Clay looks at what he has, he does not see a single 

blessing. Instead, he feels cursed. His possessions are not enough; he wants 

more. Clay's life is dominated by insecurity and anxiety, and he is in danger 

of losing his marriage, his children, his job, and even his health. 

 

I wonder: What would happen to Clay if he sat down at the table and gave 

thanks for each blessing in front of him? What would happen to Clay if he 

served dinner at the soup kitchen, spent an evening at the homeless shelter, 

or visited the cancer ward at the children's hospital? How would Clay's life 

change if he could see blessings instead of curses? How would Clay's life 

change if he would only learn to trust that what he has been given is 

enough? 

 

An attitude of thanksgiving could change everything for Clay and his family—

and for you and me as well. Think about the last time you complained about 

something or someone. Think about the last time you felt cursed. Maybe you 

wanted something: a piece of jewelry, a power tool, a better car. Maybe you 

wanted someone to behave differently: your boss, your spouse, your parent, 

your child. What would happen if, instead of feeling cursed, you could see 

God's blessings? What would happen if, instead of complaining, you said a 

prayer of thanksgiving? What would happen if, instead of wanting more, you 

realized that what you already had was enough? 

5 This name has been changed. 
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An Invitation: 
 

Jesus invites us to look for the blessings in our lives and then to give thanks 

for each one of them. During the next few days try this: go out to your 

solitary place and do nothing but give thanks to God. Just count your 

blessings—the big ones and the small ones. Try to thank God for each thing 

he has ever done for you and each thing that he has ever given you. You 

might even want to make a list. If you are like me, this may take longer than 

just a few days, but it is definitely worth your time. Why? Because such a 

prayer of thanksgiving could completely change the way you see your life. 

 

Before we close this chapter, let us return once more to that rocky hillside 

where we chew our bread and fish, pondering the example that Jesus has set 

before us. You know, Jesus spent so much time thanking God that his eyes 

could see only blessings. There were 5000 people on a hillside. The disciples, 

after counting the crowd, looked at five loaves of bread and two fish and saw 

a tremendous shortage. Jesus, on the other hand, looked at the same crowd, 

the same loaves, the same fish, and saw God's abundant grace. Yes, Jesus 

always trusted that he had been given enough. More than enough, actually. 

Remember, after feeding the 5000, the disciples collected twelve baskets of 

food; after feeding the 4000, they collected seven baskets. Why ask for more 

when we have already been given enough? Why place an order when all we 

really need to say is, "Thank you"? 
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Chapter 4:  Jesus' Spontaneous Prayer of 
Thanksgiving 

 
 

 

Scripture: 
 
I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have 

hidden these things from the educated and intelligent and have 

revealed them to the simple. Yes indeed, Father, for so it was 

well-pleasing to you. 
 

-Matt 11:25b–26; Luke 10:21b 

 

 

A Quick Dip:1 

 
Thank you: Yet another Greek word translated as giving thanks, 

exomologeo describes Jesus' act of publicly professing his feelings of praise 

and thanksgiving toward God. But beyond the profession of praise, 

exomologeo also affirms that here Jesus stands in full agreement with God's 

actions. 

 

Lord: The Lord is the Creator, Master, Ruler, and Judge of every created 

thing. What is more, God the Lord also acts as the Director of the course of 

history. Only the Lord possesses absolute power, unquestionable authority, 

and complete sovereignty over his created order. 

 

Hidden: This word means to conceal, cover up, or otherwise keep something 

secret. In Bible times, the Hebrew people believed that the full measure of 

God's glory remained hidden from humankind. This concealment was 

necessary because, if God were to fully reveal himself, humanity would be 

consumed by his holiness and magnificence. For example, in Exodus 33:18-

23, Moses asks to see God's splendor. God places Moses in the cleft of a rock 

then passes by, allowing Moses to see God's back but not God's face. "I will 

not let you see my face," God tells Moses, "because no one can see me and 

live." 

 

Revealed: The opposite of hidden, this word literally means to take the 

cover off. Here reveal points specifically to God's uncovering of a divine or 

1 The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 173. 
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supernatural secret. Again going back to Hebrew thought, God has complete 

freedom in what he chooses to reveal to or to conceal from those whom he 

has created. 

 

Well-pleasing: This word appears only three times in the Gospels: here in 

Jesus' prayer as recorded by Matthew and Luke, and in the angels' Christmas 

song in Luke 2:14,  "Glory to God in the highest heaven and upon earth, 

peace to those with whom he is well-pleased." This word expresses pleasure, 

and it is important to note that in each of these passages, the pleasure 

referred to is always God’s pleasure, not the pleasure of a human being. And 

because God is pleased only by that which is done in accordance to his divine 

purpose, God's good pleasure can also be defined as God's gracious will. 

Although sometimes the things that are pleasing to God may not at first 

glance seem pleasing to us, we must affirm that everything which unfolds 

according to God's plan—and everything that brings pleasure to God—is, 

ultimately, good. 

 

 

Reflecting: 

 
1.  In the same breath, Jesus speaks of God as Father (Daddy) and Lord. 

What do you think Jesus was trying to teach us by using these names 

together? 

 

2.  For what exactly is Jesus thanking God in this prayer? What can this 

prayer teach us about our own prayers of thanksgiving? 

 

3.  Do you know any wise, intelligent, educated people to whom God remains 

hidden? Do you know any simple folk to whom God has revealed himself? 

How do these people's lives differ? 

 

4.  What do you think gives God good pleasure? What things in your life bring 

pleasure to God? 

 

 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

A Winter Sunset 
 

It was a cold winter evening, and we were eating an early supper. My 

daughter looked out the back door and said, "Mommy! Look at the sunset!" 

We left our seats and went out onto the porch. Through the barren tree 

limbs, we saw rows of puffy, light clouds stretched out along the skyline. The 

setting sun had cast a golden glow all across the clouds, and their 
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magnificence was breathtaking. Then, as the sun moved, the color deepened 

and the clouds turned burnt orange, streaked in places with a brilliant 

crimson. My three-year-old son's eyes were wide and sparkling as he 

watched the colors change. He finally tore his gaze from the scene for a 

moment and glanced at the rest of us, a look of pure joy on his little face. 

Turning back to the sunset, he suddenly burst into a wild applause. "Yea for 

God!" he cheered at the skyline. Laughing, the rest of us joined him, "Yea for 

God!" 

 

Haven't you had moments like this? There you are, going about your daily 

tasks, then suddenly you see something, or you hear something, or a flash 

enters your head, and you are struck by the reality of God's presence and 

God's handiwork in your life. You are awed, and you want to cry out with joy 

and thanksgiving. It happened to Jesus. Jesus was there in Galilee going 

about his daily tasks, when he was suddenly overawed by the reality of what 

God was doing around him. Jesus responded to God's activity with a 

spontaneous prayer of praise and thanksgiving. 

 

 

Two Settings 
 

Both Matthew and Luke record this prayer, and it is actually surprising to 

note that the Greek wording in both passages is identical (not even the 

wording of the Lord's Prayer is the same in both Gospels). However, there is 

one way that these two passages differ tremendously: the setting into which 

each writer places this prayer. Take a moment to study Table 2, which briefly 

outlines Jesus' activities immediately preceding this prayer. What had Jesus 

and his followers been doing in each Gospel? What triggered Jesus' 

spontaneous prayer? 
 

Table 2:  Events Preceding Jesus' Spontaneous Prayer of 

Thanksgiving 
 

 

Matthew 11 Luke 10 

Vs. 1-19: Jesus talks about John the 

Baptist. John was rejected because 

he was too conservative (did not eat 

or drink); Jesus is being rejected as 

too liberal (a glutton, drunkard, 

friend of sinners). 

Vs. 20-24: Jesus upbraids three 

Galilean towns for their lack of 

repentance after seeing his mighty 

works. 

Vs. 25-26: Jesus prays, "I thank 

you…" 

Vs.  1-12: Jesus sends out the 

Seventy on a mission of ministry. 

Vs.  13-16: Jesus upbraids three 

Galilean towns (compare to Matthew 

11:20-24). 

Vs. 17-20: The Seventy return with 

joy: "Even the demons are subject 

to us in your name!" Jesus witnesses 

the fall of Satan. 

Vs 21: Jesus prays, "I thank you…" 
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These settings are so different! In Matthew 11, John the Baptist has been 

rejected, Jesus is being rejected, and the three Galilean towns who have 

witnessed many of Jesus' mighty works (Chorazin, Bethsaida, and 

Capernaum), have refused to repent. It seems as though the efforts of both 

John and Jesus to turn people's hearts toward God have completely failed. 

Yet here at this moment, Jesus prays, "I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven 

and earth…" What a strange time to burst forth into thanksgiving! 

 

Now Luke's setting is more fitting. Jesus has sent out the Seventy and, 

although he scolds the same three towns, the Seventy return having had 

great success. Even the demons have been subject to the Seventy in Jesus' 

name! Jesus himself sees Satan fall, and the names of the Seventy are 

written in heaven. Now this is a time to give thanks and praise to God! Yet 

isn't it ironic that the exact same prayer is recorded in these two completely 

different settings? Matthew sees failure, Luke sees success, yet both see 

Jesus giving thanks. What does this mean? 

 

It's all about vision. Jesus' vision. Jesus does not see failure or success the 

way we see them because Jesus has a different focus. When Jesus looks at 

the world, he does not look through human eyes; he looks through God's 

eyes.  His focus is God's focus, his vision is God's vision. And what exactly 

does Jesus see through God's eyes? To find out, we must take a closer look 

at Jesus' prayer. 

 

 

"I Thank You, Father, Lord of Heaven and Earth” 
 

Although Jesus relates to God as a child relates to his daddy, Jesus never 

forgets that his Daddy is also Lord of heaven and earth. Jesus' Daddy created 

every single thing in the universe; Jesus' Daddy is the supreme Authority and 

Ruler of the created order; Jesus' Daddy is the only Master and Judge of his 

creatures; Jesus' Daddy is the one who ultimately directs the course of 

history and determines the final outcome: victory over every evil power. 

Success is inevitable because the wisdom and power of Jesus' Daddy cannot 

be overthrown. And Jesus knows this better than anyone. 

 

So when Jesus prays this prayer of thanksgiving, he looks around and he 

does not see many things. He does not see the work of John the Baptist. He 

does not see what the Seventy have accomplished. He does not even see 

what he himself has done. Jesus does not see human failure or human 

success. Instead, he looks around and he sees what God is doing. God's 

activity is all around him: God is hiding himself from those who are 

supposedly wise and intelligent, and God is revealing himself to the simple 

folk. God is turning human wisdom, human pride, and human understanding 

upside down and inside out. God is lifting up the humble and humbling the 

high and mighty. Jesus can see it—his Daddy, the Lord, at work—and he 
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cries out in thanksgiving and praise. Jesus' prayer is a God-centered prayer; 

it is a prayer that praises God for who God is (Abba, Lord) and for what God 

is doing (hiding or revealing himself as he so chooses). 

 

 

Personal Prayer 
 

When studying this prayer I asked, as always, "What can Jesus' prayer teach 

me about my own prayers?" The answer seemed simple: I should make my 

prayers more God-centered, like Jesus did. That did not seem very hard, so I 

set off for my solitary place, determined to pray a God-centered prayer of 

thanksgiving. 

 

Well, it wasn't so simple. I mean, I prayed prayers of thanksgiving: I gave 

thanks for a family member's health, for our material blessings, for my 

children's progress at school. I am not saying that it isn't important to thank 

God for these things—it is—but for some reason these prayers of 

thanksgiving did not sound like Jesus' prayer. So I went back to my place 

and tried thanking God for the things in my life that were apparent failure-

turned-success stories: I thanked God for an illness that had forged a closer 

relationship between family members, for a failure at work that had 

motivated me to a greater success, for a hardship that had led to spiritual 

growth. Again, all of these things were worthy of thanks, but even these 

prayers were not reflections of Jesus' prayer. Something seemed amiss. 

There was something more here that my Master wanted me to grasp, but 

what was it? Once again I had to turn back to Jesus' prayer. 

 

 

Shifting My Focus 
 

When I looked back, I found several big differences between my prayers and 

Jesus' prayer. First of all, I had gone off to a solitary place with a 

predetermined notion to pray a prayer of thanksgiving. Jesus, on the other 

hand, was going about his daily work, surrounded by his followers and other 

bystanders. His prayer of thanks was not pre-planned; it was a spontaneous 

response to God's activity around him. And it was not a private prayer; it was 

spoken aloud for all the crowd to hear. 

 

So one thing Jesus' prayer challenged me to do was to extend my prayer life 

beyond my solitary time and place. It challenged me to carry my relationship 

with my Master out of that field and into the midst of my daily comings and 

goings. Another thing Jesus' prayer challenged me to do was to shift my 

focus. Instead of looking around me and seeing what the crowd was doing, I 

needed to look around me and focus on what God was doing. After all, how 

could I give thanks for something if I could not see it? 
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As it turned out, this was the biggest stumbling block in my study of this 

prayer. Why? Because most of the time, I could not see what God was doing. 

For example, I would look at a situation: a friend diagnosed with cancer. I 

could see my friend's fear and pain, I could see family members rallying to 

support her, I could see doctors and nurses working diligently to treat her, 

but I could not see what God was doing. I could not cry out with praise and 

thanksgiving; I could only cringe in agony and fear. So I needed to shift my 

focus. I needed to be able to see God, the Lord of heaven and earth, at work. 

But how could I do that? 

 

Well first of all, it is quite obvious that I cannot see what God is doing if I do 

not know God, if I do not have a personal relationship with my Master. 

Secondly and just as obvious, I found that I cannot see what God is doing if I 

will not take the time to look; I cannot hear what God is saying if I will not be 

still long enough to listen. I need to take the time to stop what I am doing 

and ask my Master, "Will you show me how you are working in this particular 

situation?" Then after I ask, I must open my eyes and my ears so God can 

reveal to me what he is doing in my life and in the lives of those around me. 

Maybe God is humbling the proud; maybe God is allowing the prodigal to 

suffer the consequences of her sins so she will come to her senses and return 

home; maybe God is patiently knocking at a door that is still bolted shut from 

the inside; maybe God is already supplying a strength, a hope, and a healing 

that I simply have not yet seen. 

 

God's activity is like that beautiful sunset. You know, there is always a 

sunset. Yet even though the sun sets everyday, if I don't look out the 

window, I will never see it. It is the same way with God. My Master is always 

working—everyday in every situation. I just need to look out the window of 

my heart and observe his handiwork. 

 

"Ah," you may ask, "but what about the times when you look out the window 

and the sunset is covered over by the clouds?" For sometimes there are 

clouds. Well if I have watched enough sunsets, I know that, even when I 

cannot see it, the sun is still setting. Likewise, if I have spent enough time 

watching my Master work, then during those times when his activity is hidden 

from me, I still know, I still trust that he is at work in that situation. Even 

when I cannot see exactly what he is doing, I can still cry out in praise and 

thanksgiving simply because I know that he is there. 

 

It may be hard to believe, but I have even learned to give thanks for the 

clouds—for my Master's choice to hide certain things from me. For you see, 

when my Master hides some insight from me, it challenges me to look harder 

and to search deeper; when my Master hides his activity from me, it prompts 

me to step out in faith and trust; when my Master hides his wisdom, it 

reveals to me how very simple—how weak, lowly, and powerless—I really 

am. Indeed, sometimes I am more thankful for the clouds than I am for the 
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sunset. For whether he is covering or uncovering, it is a blessing to be able to 

understand that my Master is at work. 

 

 

God's Pleasure 
 

There was another tremendous difference between my supposedly God-

centered prayers and Jesus' prayer that we have yet to mention. In my 

prayers, my thanks were given for the things God had done that brought me 

pleasure (providing health, material blessings, success, spiritual growth). 

Jesus, on the other hand, gave thanks for the things God had done that 

brought God pleasure (hiding or revealing his activity), "Yes indeed, Father, 

for so it was well-pleasing to you." When compared to Jesus' prayer, it is 

clear that my prayers were not God-centered. They were me-centered. I was 

only focused on the things that were pleasing to me. And I am sad to say it, 

but quite often the things that please me are not the things that are most 

pleasing to God. 

 

Let me give you an example. A few years ago, I felt a persistent calling to 

host a backyard Bible club during the summer for some children in my 

community. I planned it all out in my mind. Several friends could help me, 

and our children would have fun learning about the Bible. I called three 

friends and they all agreed to help. It would be great—four talented moms, a 

yard full of twenty children—what a tremendous success this would be! 

 

Unfortunately, I contracted mononucleosis that spring. I pushed on with my 

plans, though, hoping to be well by summer. Then my friends called me, one 

by one, saying that they would not be able to help. The music leader had to 

teach summer school. The craft leader was going back to graduate school. 

The snack coordinator was going to spend the summer in the mountains. I 

was left alone—still suffering the aftereffects of mono—and over half of the 

children I had invited would not be attending. Normally, I would have seen 

this as a disaster, a complete failure. I would have wailed and wept and 

gnashed my teeth in disappointment. However, that summer I did not see 

things that way. For some blessed, wonderful reason, God lifted the cover 

and allowed me to witness these events through his eyes. Instead of 

bewailing my failed efforts, God enabled me to shift my focus and watch my 

Master at work. 

 

The big day arrived and, amazingly, I had enough energy to stand up. 

Several neighborhood children came. One mom I knew only casually, 

Tammy, saw my wobbly condition and offered to stay and help. I knew that 

Tammy was not a regular churchgoer and had never been part of a group like 

this, so I was doubly grateful when she offered to jump into the fray. Tammy 

became a dear friend that summer, a real angel of mercy to me. She 

prepared all of the snacks, led the crafts, and provided support at every turn. 
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I watched God move in her life, and over the years since then, I have 

rejoiced in her spiritual growth. She became my co-leader at every backyard 

Bible club, and her family has become active members in our church. God 

revealed to me that if my other friends had been able to help me that 

summer, Tammy would never have gotten involved. God was well-pleased 

that she did! 

 

And the children! Nine children were present that first day, a far cry from the 

twenty which I had envisioned. But five of those nine were unchurched 

children. Today, those five attend church regularly, and one has even talked 

about becoming a preacher! How much pleasure does that give God! 

 

Nothing turned out the way I had planned it that summer—thanks be to God! 

God's plans were so much bigger than my own, and what was pleasing to 

God was so much more important than what would have pleased me. I was 

truly thankful, not only for God's activity, but also for that wonderful 

revelation! 

 

 

An Invitation: 
 

Through this special prayer, Jesus invites you and me to shift our focus and 

allow our prayers of thanksgiving to become more God-centered. In order to 

do this, we must be able—like Jesus—to look around us and see God at work, 

even when we are surrounded by dark or difficult circumstances. Once we 

are able to perceive God's good works, such prayers of thanksgiving will 

come more easily to us. 

 

However, in the example set before us in this prayer, Jesus invites us to do 

one other thing. If we will look back at the Scripture, we will recall that this is 

not a private prayer. It is a prayer spoken aloud as Jesus stands in the 

middle of his daily activities. Here Jesus invites us to do what he does: to 

pray aloud in the midst of those around us. 

 

"Wait a minute!" you might be saying, "Pray out loud? Where people can hear 

me? Right there, when I'm at work, or at school, or at a ballgame, or out 

shopping? Why do I need to do that? Why can't I just mumble a prayer of 

thanks in my heart?" 

 

Let us revisit that sunset once more. 

 

When my little son raised his hands and voice in praise that winter evening, 

he gave the rest of us a tremendous gift. You see, we were all standing on 

the porch admiring a work of art. We found ourselves absorbed in a 

masterpiece. But when he cried out in thanksgiving, my son helped us to 

shift our focus from the artwork to the Artist; he called our attention away 
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from the masterpiece and directed our gaze to the Master. That is what 

public prayers of thanksgiving do. That is why Jesus prayed this particular 

prayer out loud. Prayers of thanks spoken aloud in the midst of our daily lives 

open eyes and hearts and direct the gazes of those around us toward our 

Daddy. So whether it is a rousing, "Yea for God!" or a humble, "Thank you, 

Father," a prayer of thanks spoken aloud is certainly one way to direct the 

gaze of our companions toward the handiwork of our Master. More 

importantly, it is a gift that may lead someone we know a step closer to their 

own personal relationship with the Lord of heaven and earth. So the next 

time you are out in the hustle and bustle of your daily activities and you 

experience that flash—you see God at work—don't hesitate. Do what Jesus 

did: take the opportunity and offer up a prayer of thanksgiving. 
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Chapter 5:  Raising Lazarus 
 

 

Scripture: 
 

Therefore they took away the stone from where the dead man 

was laid. Then Jesus lifted up his eyes and said, "Father, I thank 

you that you have heard me at this moment in time. Because of 

our intimate relationship, I know that you are always listening to me, 

but I have spoken these words for the benefit of the crowd 

who is standing here so that they may believe that you sent 

me." 

 

Having said this, he cried out with a loud voice, "Lazarus, come 

out!" Then the man who had been dead came out, his feet and 

hands bound with strips of linen and a cloth wrapped around 

his face. 

 

Jesus said to them, "Unbind him and let him go." 
 

-John 11:41–44 

 

 

A Quick Dip:1 

 
Thank you: The Greek word used in this prayer is eucharisteo which, we 

recall from Chapter 3, means to express overflowing joy with thanksgiving 

and heartfelt gratitude. 

 

Heard/always listening: These two verbs found in our passage are the 

same root word in the Greek language. Let me explain why I have translated 

them differently. In order to understand Jesus' prayer in this passage, it 

helps to know a little something about Greek verbs. The verb that I translate 

as heard is known as an "aorist" verb. The aorist is used in the Greek to 

indicate something that has happened once. It is like a snapshot, an action 

frozen in time. Jesus is saying, "I thank you that you have heard me at this 

one moment in time." 

 

The word listening, however, is a "progressive action" verb. A progressive 

verb indicates an action in progress. It is like a video, an action that 

continues to move across the screen. Jesus is saying here, "I know that you 

1The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 173.  
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are constantly listening to me." God has heard Jesus at this one moment in 

time because God is always listening to Jesus. This hearing, both right now 

and for always, expresses the deep and abiding connection that Jesus and 

God enjoy with one another. 

 

Because of our intimate relationship, I know: In this passage, knowing 

means possessing a knowledge that is based on one's own observations. This 

is not factual knowledge learned from a third source (a computer, a 

newspaper, another person) but is instead personal, experienced, firsthand 

knowledge. Knowing something about another person, in this sense, comes 

only through an intimate relationship with that person. 

 

Believe: In John's Gospel, to believe means to receive and accept the 

message that Jesus is the Son of God who was sent into the world on a 

divine mission to bring eternal life to all those who will put their trust in him. 

Believing means that one is completely convinced of the absolute truth of this 

message. There is no doubt, no wavering, no uncertainty in those who truly 

believe. 

 

Sent: This word, when applied to Jesus in John's Gospel, means to be sent 

away from God on a divine mission. Jesus is the One Sent. This implies that 

God, the Sender, stands behind both Jesus' words and his actions. 

 

 

Reflecting: 

 
1.  What do you say when you pray for people who are sick or dying? How 

did Jesus pray for such people? 

 

2.  What do you know about God from your own personal experience? Do 

your prayers reflect this knowledge? 

 

3.  Do you sometimes feel as though God has not heard your prayer, or do 

you feel as though God is always listening to you?  

 

4.  Do you believe that Jesus was sent by God on a divine mission as Savior 

to the world? What about the people around you? What do they believe? 

 

 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

Praying for Those with Physical Needs 
 

Just the other day, my sister-in-law was telling me about a cousin who has 
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battled cancer since high school and who had again taken a turn for the 

worse. "Scott is so tired," my sister said, "He told me he's just tired of 

fighting. For years I've prayed for God to make him better, to ease his pain, 

for treatments to work. I don't think Scott wants that anymore. Now I don't 

know what to pray." 

 

It was a disturbing conversation, a conversation that prompted me to ask: 

How did Jesus pray for the sick and dying? This question compelled me to 

take a trip through the Gospels and examine every passage where Jesus 

encountered persons with physical needs. I found that Jesus encountered 

many such people; Jesus healed many such people. However, only in one 

passage did Jesus pray before he performed his miraculous healing. This is 

the prayer that we are examining in this chapter: the prayer preceding the 

resurrection of Lazarus. 

 

 

In Context (John 11) 
 

In this passage from John's Gospel, we find Jesus near the end of his earthly 

ministry. The conflict between Jesus and the religious leaders is at a fevered 

pitch. On his last trip to Jerusalem, Jesus had healed a man born blind. (It 

was the Sabbath, making the healing illegal.) Those who witnessed the 

healing could not decide if this miracle was a sign that Jesus was indeed the 

Son of God or a man possessed by the devil. They finally took up stones to 

kill him, but Jesus escaped across the Jordan. 

 

It is during this dangerous time that Jesus' friend Lazarus falls ill. Lazarus 

and his sisters, Mary and Martha, live just two miles outside of Jerusalem in 

the village of Bethany. The text says that Jesus loved this family very much 

and had often visited their home. When Jesus receives word of Lazarus's 

illness, he tells his followers that this illness is part of God's divine plan. He 

then intentionally delays returning to Bethany. After two days, Jesus reveals 

to the disciples that Lazarus has died, and the time has come for him to 

make the journey to see his friends. The disciples hesitate, knowing the 

danger of going near Jerusalem again, but they courageously follow Jesus to 

Bethany. 

 

 

Martha's Perspective 
 

Let us back up for a moment and step into Martha's sandals. We remember 

Martha—the woman who fussed and fretted over the dinner party for Jesus. 

Now imagine yourself as Martha: your brother suddenly falls ill and as you 

buzz about him with cool cloths and chicken soup, you start to worry. Lazarus 

is not getting better; in fact he is getting worse. You begin consulting every 

doctor you can find; you try every cure. Even though you minister to him 



 

                                                                                                                                 Page 45 

 

night and day, nothing helps at all. Alarm quickly turns to panic; you realize 

that Lazarus is slipping away. This just cannot be happening! 

 

Then your thoughts turn to Jesus. Just days ago Jesus was in Jerusalem 

where he restored sight to a man born blind. You have seen Jesus perform 

his miracles, healing complete strangers, and he loves Lazarus. You talk it 

over with Mary and then send a messenger to find Jesus. Yes, Jesus will 

come. Everything will be all right, you assure Lazarus. With renewed hope 

you redouble your efforts to care for your brother while you wait. And wait. 

 

Yet Lazarus grows weaker and there is no word from Jesus. "Come, please 

come," is your constant prayer. You cling to this last hope, but then Lazarus 

draws his last breath and the world collapses around you. In shocked 

numbness you go through the motions of burying your brother. And there is 

still no word from Jesus. 

 

Where is Jesus? 

 

Days of mourning follow. You keep thinking about that Jewish belief, the 

belief that the soul lingers close to the body for three days before it 

permanently departs.2 For three days you watch the road. What if Jesus 

comes now? However, the third day passes. Unable to sit still you bustle 

about, doing nothing really, like a fallen fledgling fluttering about the yard. 

Then the message comes: Jesus is just outside the village. You drop 

everything and fly to him. It is Jesus, really Jesus, the teacher, the miracle 

worker, your friend. A faint hope stirs in your heart, "Lord, if you had been 

here, my brother would not have died. And even now I know that whatever 

you ask from God, God will give you." You know that you are being bold, but 

you miss Lazarus so much. Fetching Mary, she, too, falls at Jesus' feet. You 

all go to the tomb; there are tears in Jesus' eyes. He commands the stone to 

be moved away and Jesus lifts up his eyes in prayer. 

 

"He's going to do it!" you think as your heart flutters in anticipation, "Jesus is 

going to ask God…" You strain to hear his words. 

 

"Father, I thank you because you heard me…" 

 

Wait a minute! Thank you? Thank you for hearing me? This is not what you 

were expecting! What kind of a prayer is this? 

 

 

Another Thank You 

2 Herbert G. May and Bruce M. Metzger, eds., The New Oxford Annotated Bible With The Apocrypha (2d 

and exp. ed.; New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 1304. 
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Martha anticipates, as you or I would, that Jesus will pray a prayer of 

intercession at Lazarus's tomb. She wants Jesus to ask God to restore her 

brother to her and Mary. Yet once again, Jesus prays the unexpected. He 

does not pray for Lazarus. He does not pray for Martha and Mary. He does 

not ask God for anything—like the power to raise Lazarus from the dead. 

Instead of asking, Jesus prays, "Thank you." And as we are learning, this is 

so typical of Jesus. 

 

Pause for a moment and let the full meaning of this prayer sink in. 

Remember, I said earlier that this is the only place in any of the Gospels 

where Jesus prays before he heals someone. But this is not an intercessory 

prayer. This is a prayer of thanksgiving. This means that nowhere in the 

Gospels do we hear Jesus praying for the sick or dying. Jesus gives us 

absolutely no example of an intercessory prayer for those with physical 

needs. 

 

It kind of rocks your boat, doesn't it? 

 

I am not saying that Jesus never prayed for the sick—I do not know what he 

prayed in private. And we do know that Jesus publicly interceded for others, 

as we will examine in later chapters. However, his public prayers for others 

never had anything to do with physical healing. The absence of such a prayer 

from all four Gospels speaks loudly. It forced me to closely examine my own 

prayers of intercession. Come with me for a moment down a rocky side road 

which I encountered at this point on my journey. 

 

 

My Prayers 
 

Our prayers are more than petitions, conversations, and communion with 

God. Our prayers are also reflections of our relationship with him. A prayer is 

like a mirror, and in that mirror we can examine in detail our own 

understanding of who God is. I found this to be especially true with my 

prayers of intercession. Let me give you an example. I vividly remember the 

prayers I prayed some years ago when my fourteen-year-old cousin Yancy 

lay in the hospital after an accidental shooting had sent a bullet through his 

brain. Like so many others, I prayed night and day for that child: "Oh, God, 

this is so serious. You have to help Yancy. Please God, they are getting ready 

to do surgery and Yancy could die on the table. Guide the surgeons' hands. 

Don't let them make a mistake. Bring Yancy through this alive…" I went on 

and on, but you get the gist of my prayers. Maybe in times of crisis you have 

prayed like this, too. Let's take a look at what my prayers revealed about my 

relationship with God. 

 

Informing God. It seems kind of funny when I stop and think about it now, 
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but—before this study—whenever I heard of something happening to 

someone I knew and loved, I would rush to tell God about it. Like God didn't 

already know. Like God didn't know since before the beginning of time. Or 

like God had been away for a while and had just returned. "Oh God, Yancy's 

been shot…" If I feel that I must rush in and use my prayers to inform God 

about whatever is happening, then what does that reveal about my 

relationship with God? Do I not believe that God is all-knowing? Do I not 

know from my own personal experience that God is always present? Although 

I am sure I would have vehemently denied it at the time, in that surgical 

waiting room, my prayers shockingly revealed the true answer: no. My 

personal knowledge of God did not include an understanding of God as an all-

knowing, always-present deity. Clearly, my understanding of God needed to 

grow. 

 

Giving directions. My prayers of intercession for Yancy included a lot of 

directions: "Don't let Yancy die, don't make him a vegetable, don't leave him 

blind or deaf or paralyzed, don't let his personality be changed…" One 

positive thing these prayers exposed was my belief in God's ability to perform 

great miracles. I harbored no doubts about God's power; I knew God had it 

in him. Instead, my prayers revealed my doubts about God's wisdom and 

God's goodness in choosing how to use that power. By constantly giving God 

directions, it sounded like I was not sure whether God knew what was best 

for Yancy. Or, supposing that God did know what was best, perhaps he just 

did not have enough compassion to actually do what was needed. So I would 

give God step-by-step instructions based on what I knew was the wisest, 

most compassionate thing for God to do. 

 

Again in all honesty, my personal knowledge was lacking. I did not really 

understand that God is the wisest being in the universe who knows exactly 

what is the best thing to do in every situation. I did not really understand 

that no one is more loving or compassionate than the Creator who personally 

formed every one of his creatures. To spend my prayer time directing the 

activity of the Lord of heaven and earth—yes, my understanding of God 

needed to grow. 

 

Browbeating God? As I said earlier, I prayed for Yancy night and day, 

constantly bombarding God with new directions. I remember at one point, I 

actually pushed up my sleeves when I sat down to pray.  My attitude was, 

"Okay, let me get out my crowbar and get busy moving God." I also asked 

everyone I met to join me in making specific requests throughout Yancy's 

recovery. Why? So they could help me manipulate God. To tell the truth, that 

is how I saw intercessory prayer: as a method of persuading God to do what 

I wanted. I also believed that the more people I got to pray with me, the 

more force I would possess to twist God's arm. I know, I was the one who 

was twisted, but that was where I was on my journey.  
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My prayers reminded me of Jesus' parable of the widow and the unjust judge 

(Luke 18). A poor widow, who had been wronged by an opponent, appealed 

to an unjust judge for help. He refused, so she began a campaign of 

ceaselessly troubling (literally, beating into weariness3) the judge. He finally 

ruled in her favor so that she would stop harassing him (literally, giving him a 

black eye4). In this parable, Jesus encourages us to always pray, but not in 

this manner. We must not view God as an unjust judge who lacks 

compassion and refuses to assist us unless we browbeat him. And we must 

not view prayer as a club to be welded at God, attempting to bend God's will 

to our desires. No, in this parable, Jesus instructs us to pray prayers of faith, 

trusting that our loving, merciful Daddy will speedily come to the aid of his 

precious children.  

 

Regretfully, when I look back into my own mirror, I see that my prayers for 

Yancy were not prayers of trust in a loving Father. No, both my attitude and 

my prayers reflected doubt, fear, and uncertainty in a dubious God. My 

attitude, my relationship, and my personal knowledge had a  long way to 

grow. 

 

 

Jesus' Silence 
 

So now I begin to see why Jesus does not pray this type of intercessory 

prayer at Lazarus' grave nor anywhere else in the Gospels. This is not how 

Jesus wants us to pray. This is not how Jesus wants us to relate to God. 

Jesus wants us to understand that God is all-knowing, always-present, and 

all-loving; Jesus wants us to understand that God possesses both the power 

and the compassion to sustain us through all of life's difficulties. And Jesus 

wants our prayers to reflect this understanding of God. Indeed, we do not 

need to use our prayer time nor our energy to give God a constant flow of 

information and directions. We can use our time and energy in better ways. 

Just look at Jesus. 

 

When Jesus sees someone in need, he does not retreat up a mountain or fall 

down on his knees to pray for them. No, Jesus does not pray; he acts. 

Everywhere in the Gospels, we see Jesus in action. Jesus touches people—

their eyes, their ears, their withered limbs, their rotting skin. It is as though 

by his very example Jesus says to us, "When you see someone suffering, 

don't leave to go ask God to do something for that person. Stay with your 

loved ones and let God use you to minister to those around you in his name." 

 

I know that, as God's Son, Jesus had the power to heal, to restore, to even 

3 ko,poj 
4 u`pwpai,zw 
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raise people back to life. Maybe I don't possess the power to do those 

miraculous things, but I can do some things. I can take someone to a doctor, 

I can deliver food or medicine, I can care for the children of someone who is 

ill. So when I encounter someone with physical needs, rather than using my 

prayer time to tell God what he should do to help that person, maybe I 

should instead ask God what he wants me to do to care for my loved one. 

 

 

Jesus' Prayer 
 

At Lazarus' grave, however, Jesus does offer a public prayer, and it is a 

powerful example for us to follow. Before we examine this prayer in depth, 

there is one important detail that we need to flag. As he is praying, Jesus 

declares that this prayer is spoken for the benefit of the crowd who is 

standing around. And just who are these people standing around Jesus? The 

people from Jerusalem. The same people who, only a few days earlier, were 

trying to decide whether Jesus was the Son of God or the Son of Satan. You 

know, the same people who'd had stones in their hands. 

 

Jesus' prayer is for the benefit of these people. It is not for the benefit of 

Martha or Mary or even Lazarus. Just now, when talking with Martha outside 

the village, Jesus heard her confess her belief in him as the Christ, the long-

awaited Messiah. Jesus knows that, spiritually, Martha is okay. And in a few 

days, Mary will anoint Jesus' feet in preparation for his own burial (John 12: 

1-8).  Spiritually, Mary is okay. And Lazarus—well, Lazarus is resting in God's 

hands, serving as part of God's divine plan. Spiritually, Lazarus is fine. But 

the crowd standing around—they are another story. Spiritually, they are not 

okay because they do not know what to believe. Is Jesus the Son of God? Is 

Jesus possessed by a demon? The religious leaders have them very 

confused. So before his last and greatest miracle, Jesus stops to pray for the 

benefit of these people, and Jesus uses his prayer to point them straight to 

God. How does he do it? Let's look at Jesus' words. 

 

"Father." Abba. With one word, Jesus sets the record straight for the 

bystanders. "Want to know who I am? I am my Daddy's Son." When Jesus 

looks up and calls God Daddy, he reveals to the fence-sitters just how 

personal his relationship with God really is. He reveals the Source of his 

power; he reveals the identity of his Sender—and it is not Satan. Behind 

Jesus' words, behind Jesus' works, stands the authority of Jesus' Abba, the 

almighty I AM. 

 

"I thank you that you have heard me at this moment in time. 

Because of our intimate relationship, I know that you are always 

listening to me." This thank you is deep. We really must stop for a moment 

and wrestle with what Jesus is saying here. You see, Jesus thanks God for 

listening to him, but if we are paying close attention, we realize that this is 
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the first sentence of Jesus' prayer. Jesus has not said anything yet. So if 

Jesus is thanking God for having listened, what exactly did God hear? 

 

God heard what was in Jesus' heart. God felt Jesus' compassion for Martha 

and Mary. God understood Jesus' wish to benefit those standing around him. 

God heard Jesus' desire to fulfill God's plan and bring Lazarus back to life. 

God's ability to hear Jesus even before he speaks underlines the spiritual 

oneness of the Father and the Son. The intimacy and depth of that constant 

connection become crystal clear to all who hear and understand this thank 

you. There can be no doubt; the relationship between Jesus and his Daddy 

exemplifies a perfect unity which has never before been witnessed in 

humankind's salvation history. It is a relationship that stirs our hearts to seek 

the same. 

 

"So that they may believe that you sent me." Jesus wants these 

listeners to understand that he is the Son of God. But why? The goal is 

plainly stated in this purpose clause: Jesus wants his listeners to believe, to 

personally accept the message revealed in God's act of sending his only Son 

into the world. In this brief phrase, Jesus reveals to us that the central 

purpose behind his prayer is to produce belief in the hearts of those standing 

around. 

 

In two short sentences, Jesus points to two truths concerning his relationship 

with God: he is God's Son, and he has been sent out by God on a divine 

mission. And just what, the bystanders are probably wondering, is this 

mission? What did God send Jesus into the world to do? Jesus cries, "Lazarus, 

come out!" and a dead man walks out of a tomb. Jesus' final miracle 

illustrates his ultimate mission: to bring life to all who will believe. Perhaps at 

this moment Martha understood that Jesus' prayer and Lazarus' resurrection 

were about a whole lot more than two sisters having their beloved brother 

restored to them. 

 

 

What About Me? 
 

What can I learn from Jesus' prayer? How should I have prayed for Yancy? 

How should we pray for Scott? When we pray for those with physical needs, 

what should we say? Personally, I have learned two things from Jesus' 

prayer: First, when I encounter someone with physical needs, I should pray 

out loud for the benefit of those standing around. And secondly, I must use 

my prayer not to give God instructions but to point those people back to God. 

Jesus has shown us in his last two prayers that there are times when we 

should not go away to pray in solitude; we should share our prayers with 

those around us. This is especially true when we see others in need.  

 

My friend Kim continually teaches me the power of shared prayer. Kim is a 
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good listener and one of my strongest spiritual supporters. Whenever I am 

experiencing difficulties, I call her. Every time I ask for her prayers, she 

always responds, "Let's pray together right now." Her prayers fill my heart 

with warmth and peace. They remind me that I am not alone, that I have my 

Master and a dear friend who love and care for me. Kim's prayers always 

benefit the person standing around: me. 

 

You know, if Kim went someplace and prayed those same prayers in solitude, 

I would not receive the same benefits that I do when I hear her prayers 

spoken aloud. There is a tremendous difference between knowing that 

someone is praying for me and actually hearing that prayer. I can best 

illustrate the difference in this way: I imagine finding myself out in a parched 

and arid desert. Knowing that someone is praying for me is like finding a cup 

of cool water in that desert, but hearing someone speak that same prayer 

aloud is like finding a cascading waterfall in that wasteland. While I would 

appreciate the cup of water, I would prefer the waterfall. We all have the 

opportunity to bring more waterfalls to those who are suffering. 

 

Looking back to that surgical waiting room, I realize now that my prayers for 

Yancy should have been spoken aloud. There were so many people standing 

around who could have benefited from a waterfall at that time in our lives. 

Instead of assailing God with my foolish instructions which only raised doubts 

about God's wisdom and God's goodness, I should have used my prayers to 

point my family straight toward God. 

 

How could I have done that? I could have prayed like Jesus did: I could have 

thanked God for listening, not just to my words, but to our hearts. I could 

have thanked God for his divine plan to bring eternal life to Yancy—and to 

the rest of us—by sending his only Son into a dark and suffering world. Who 

among us doesn't need to be reminded of these two great truths: God hears 

and God saves? Does God hear our cries of pain and anguish? Yes, God hears 

us even before we speak. Can God save us from our suffering and misery? 

Yes, God can save us from death itself and give us new life—eternal life—

through Jesus Christ. 

 

 

An Invitation: 
 

The next time someone with a physical need asks us to pray for them, let us 

remember this prayer at Lazarus's grave. Through his example, Jesus invites 

us to stop where we are and pray aloud a prayer of faith for those who are 

standing around us. We can do this in a variety of ways: in person, over the 

phone, or in a note card. Furthermore, Jesus invites us to use these prayers 

to point others to God—reminding all who hear us of God's constant love and 

care. If only I had learned this lesson earlier! Then I would not have worn 

myself out at my cousin's bedside. Instead of offering up a constant flow of 
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my own selfish instructions in an attempt to direct the Director of the 

universe, my prayers should have been a steady stream of thanksgiving for 

the miracle after miracle we witnessed during Yancy's recovery. Such prayers 

of thanks would have pointed others to a deeper understanding of the God 

who has already sacrificed everything to save us, not just in this life, but in 

the life to come. You can be sure that the next time I pray for someone in 

need, I will seek to follow Jesus' example. I will offer up a prayer of thanks 

and trust. 
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Part 3: Praying for Ourselves 
 

 

We all have things that we need and want for our lives. We all experience 

conflict, pain, and grief. We all need help making important decisions. At 

times like these, we turn to God in prayer and request God's help for 

ourselves. Yet when we bring our own needs to God, what should we say? 

How should we pray? How did Jesus pray? In Part 3, we will look at four 

different occasions when Jesus prayed for himself. 

 

The first image which comes to my mind when we speak of Jesus praying for 

himself is Jesus kneeling in the garden of Gethsemane. Jesus' well-known 

prayer is recorded in Matthew, Mark, and Luke where many distinct 

differences and insights are found. Because we need to compare these three 

lengthy accounts, we are deviating from our regular format. For easy 

reference and comparison, I have arranged parallel translations of the three 

gospel accounts of Jesus' prayer in Gethsemane (see Table 3 below). I have 

also broken the prayer into three sections: "The Setting," "The Prayer," and 

"The Results." Each section is then examined in a following chapter. After our 

Gethsemane study, we will examine three additional passages where we find 

Jesus in prayer for himself. 

 

 

Table 3: Jesus' Prayer in Gethsemane 

 

 
 

Matthew 26:36-45 Mark 14:32-41 Luke 22:39-46 

The Setting 

Then Jesus came with 

the disciples to a place 

called Gethsemane, 

and he said to them, 

"Sit here while I go 

over there to pray." 

And taking with him 

Peter and the two sons 

of Zebedee, he began 

to be sorrowful and 

troubled. Then he said 

to them, "My soul is 

very sorrowful, even to 

the point of death; stay 

here and watch with 

me." 

The Setting 

They came to a place 

named Gethsemane 

and he said to his 

disciples, "Sit here 

while I pray." Then he 

took Peter and James 

and John with him and 

he began to be deeply 

distressed and 

troubled. And he said 

to them, "My soul is 

very sorrowful, even to 

the point of death; stay 

here and watch." 

 

 

The Setting 

Then going out [of the 

city] he went as he 

usually did to the 

Mount of Olives, and 

his disciples followed 

him. And when he 

arrived at the place, he 

said to them, "Pray so 

that you will not enter 

into temptation." 
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The Prayer 

And going a little 

further, he threw 

himself facedown upon 

the ground and prayed, 

"My Father, if only it 

could be possible for 

you to allow this cup of 

suffering to pass by 

without touching me…; 

however, do not do 

what I will, but what 

you will." 

The Prayer 

And going a little 

further, he threw 

himself facedown upon 

the ground and prayed 

that if only it could be 

possible for the hour of 

death to pass by 

without touching him… 

And he said, "Abba, 

Father, all things are 

possible to you;  take 

this cup of suffering 

away from me; yet do 

not do what I will, but 

what you will." 

The Prayer 

Then he withdrew from 

them about a stone's 

throw, and falling on 

his knees, he prayed 

saying, "Father, if only 

you desired to take this 

cup of suffering away 

from me…; however, 

not my will, but yours 

be done."   

The Results 

Then he returned to 

the disciples and found 

them sleeping, and he 

said to Peter, "Do you 

not have the strength 

to watch with me for 

one hour? Watch and 

pray so that you will 

not enter into 

temptation; the spirit is 

indeed willing, but the 

flesh is weak." Again 

for a second time he 

went away and prayed, 

saying, "My Father, if 

this cup cannot pass 

away from me unless I 

drink it, your will be 

done." And returning 

he found them again 

sleeping, for their eyes 

were heavy. Leaving 

them he went away 

again and prayed a 

third time, saying the 

same words. Then he  

The Results 

Then he came and 

found them sleeping, 

and he said to Peter, 

"Simon, are you 

asleep? Do you not 

have the strength to 

watch for one hour? 

Watch and pray so that 

you will not enter into 

temptation. The spirit 

is indeed willing, but 

the flesh is weak. And 

again he went away 

and prayed, saying the 

same words. 

Returning, he found 

them again sleeping, 

for their eyes were 

heavy, and they did not 

know how they should 

answer him. And he 

came the third time 

and said to them, "Do 

you intend to sleep on 

and on, taking your 

rest? The account is  

The Results 

And an angel from 

heaven appeared to 

him, strengthening 

him. And being in 

agony, he prayed more 

fervently, and his 

sweat became like 

great drops of blood 

falling down upon the 

ground. And when he 

rose up from prayer he 

came to the disciples 

and found them 

sleeping, exhausted 

from sheer grief; and 

he said to them, "Why 

are you sleeping? Rise 

up and pray so that 

you will not enter 

temptation."  
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came to the disciples 

and said to them, "Do 

you intend to sleep on 

and on, taking your 

rest? Behold, the hour 

has come and the Son 

of Man is delivered into 

the hands of sinners." 

closed; the hour has 

come; behold, the Son 

of Man is delivered into 

the hands of sinners." 
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Chapter 6:  Gethsemane—The Setting 
 

 

Scripture: 

 

 
 

 

A Quick Dip:1  

 
Pray (Matt/Mark/Luke): The Greek word used here, proseuchomai, is the 

same word used in the wilderness passages discussed in Chapter 1. This 

generic word for prayer means to move toward God and, once there, to open 

one's heart to him. Remember, proseuchomai implies a regular, disciplined, 

habitual act of prayer and contains an absolute certainty that one's prayer is 

being heard. 

 

Even to the point of death (Matt/Mark): This phrase drives home the 

intensity of Jesus' emotional suffering in Gethsemane. Even denotes the 

upper limit; death refers to physical death. Here Jesus is saying that his 

emotional anguish is so great that it is almost literally killing him. 

 

Watch (Matt/Mark): Taken literally, Jesus' command here means, "Stay 

1 The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 173. 

Matthew 26: 36-38 Mark 14:32-34 Luke 22:39-40 

Then Jesus came with 

the disciples to a place 

called Gethsemane, 

and he said to them, 

"Sit here while I go 

over there to pray." 

And taking with him 

Peter and the two sons 

of Zebedee, he began 

to be sorrowful and 

troubled. Then he said 

to them, "My soul is 

very sorrowful, even to 

the point of death; stay 

here and watch with 

me." 

They came to a place 

named Gethsemane 

and he said to his 

disciples, "Sit here 

while I pray." Then he 

took Peter and James 

and John with him and 

he began to be deeply 

distressed and 

troubled. And he said 

to them, "My soul is 

very sorrowful, even to 

the point of death; stay 

here and watch." 

Then going out [of the 

city] he went as he 

usually did to the 

Mount of Olives, and 

his disciples followed 

him. And when he 

arrived at the place, he 

said to them, "Pray so 

that you will not enter 

into temptation." 
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awake! Don't fall asleep!" In a figurative sense, however, Jesus is saying, "Be 

on the alert! Be watchful!" Matthew and Mark both record this word of 

warning in Jesus' parables on watchfulness (the servants watching for their 

master's return in Mark 13:32-37 and the ten bridesmaids watching for the 

bridegroom to come in Matthew 25:1-13). Here in Gethsemane, Jesus 

stresses the absolute necessity for the disciples to maintain a spiritual 

alertness and vigilance while they wait for God's plan to unfold. 

 

So that you will not enter (Luke): This phrase in Luke is known 

grammatically as a purpose clause. Purpose clauses are very important in our 

study because they point to the desired result, aim, or goal of an action. Here 

in Luke, Jesus is indicating what result he hopes the disciples will achieve 

through their prayers in the garden: to not enter temptation. 

 

Temptation (Luke): A testing, trial. Jewish thought understood temptation 

as a test of obedience to God's will. God himself can test man's obedience, as 

he did in the story of Abraham's sacrifice of Isaac. The book of Job portrays 

suffering as another test of obedience/steadfastness/faithfulness to God. Job 

triumphs when he submits to God even in the midst of terrible suffering. The 

tempter also entices men and women to revolt against God, to disobey God's 

will, and to cross over to the side of sin and evil, as portrayed in the story of 

Adam and Eve.2 

 

 

Reflecting: 

 
1.  Why do you suppose Jesus took the disciples into Gethsemane instead of 

withdrawing to pray alone, as was his custom? 

 

2.  Can you remember a time when you experienced the same type of 

emotional anguish that Jesus is suffering here in Gethsemane? What did 

you do at that moment? 

 

3.  In Matthew and Mark, what exactly are the disciples supposed to watch? 

 

4.  In Luke, what is the temptation that the disciples are facing? 

 

 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

2 H. Seesemann, "pei/ra, peira,w, ktl," TDNT 6:24-27. 
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One Last Thing 
 

It is late. The Last Supper is over. The betrayer has left to summon the 

temple guard and alert the Jewish court. Everything has been set into motion 

for the final scene in the final act of Jesus' earthly ministry. It seems that 

there is nothing left to do now but to wait. So Jesus takes the disciples with 

him to one of his favorite spots: the garden of Gethsemane. However, Jesus 

does not go there just to wait; there is one more thing he wants to do. 

 

Matthew and Mark vividly describe for us Jesus' emotional state at this 

moment. Jesus is grieved, distressed, anxious, fearful—emotionally afflicted 

beyond measure. The weight of what is about to happen—betrayal, denial, 

abandonment, pain, suffering, death—falls upon him like an avalanche. He 

tells Peter, James, and John, "My soul is very sorrowful, even to the point of 

death." Jesus is describing emotional suffering beyond measure; one more 

pebble of grief would tip the scale and his anguish would literally crush the 

life out of him. What the gospel writers want us to understand is that Jesus is 

suffering as much emotional agony as any person could suffer and still 

survive. No one can hurt any more than Jesus does at this moment. If you 

have ever been to the brink of emotional devastation, you can know that 

Jesus understands. He's been there, too. 

 

At this point, Jesus, not surprisingly, chooses to pray. But what is surprising 

is that he does not go off to pray alone. This time he takes the disciples with 

him. Why does Jesus choose to bring others into this private place at this 

moment in time? 

 

 

"Watch" 
 

In the past, I had always thought that Jesus took the disciples into 

Gethsemane because he wanted their companionship and comfort during this 

difficult hour of waiting. On the contrary; if we look at the text, we find that 

Jesus does not ask the disciples for comfort. He does not say to them, 

"Please join hands and pray with me," or "Could you all kneel down and pray 

for me?" In Matthew and Mark, Jesus says, "Watch." Keep alert. Pay 

attention. Don't fall asleep. Jesus did not bring the disciples out here for his 

own comfort. Nor did he bring them out here to serve as sentries. Jesus 

brought them to the garden because he had one final lesson to teach them. 

The last lesson—like the last miracle—was perhaps his greatest. And the 

subject of the lesson was prayer. 

 

What do we do when we find ourselves tormented with grief beyond 

measure? What should we do when we are facing life's darkest hour? 

"Watch," Jesus tells the disciples. "Watch me. This is what you do. You pray, 

like this…" 
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"Pray" 
 

Luke offers a different account at this point in his narrative. Instead of telling 

the disciples to watch, Jesus tells them to pray. Note that here Jesus does 

not instruct his followers to pray for himself. Jesus tells them to pray for 

themselves: "Pray so that you will not enter into temptation." Later in their 

passages, Matthew and Mark also record similar instructions. 

 

"Pray so that you will not enter into temptation." This is an interesting 

Greek construction, one which I have always misinterpreted from the English 

reading. I always understood Jesus to say: "Pray, asking for God to save you 

from temptation."3 However, when I studied the Greek, I saw that this is not 

what Jesus was instructing the disciples to do. As we discussed in "A Quick 

Dip," the Greek construction here expresses purpose and means, "Pray, the 

goal being that—by this act of prayer—you will not enter into temptation." In 

other words, for Jesus, the purpose of the disciples' prayers was not to ask 

God for protection. Rather, it was the act of praying itself, and not a specific 

request, which would save them from temptation. 

 

"Wait a minute!" you may be saying, "It's getting a little deep here. Just how 

can the act of praying prevent us from entering into temptation?" Think 

about it this way. We know that God is good. We also know that evil and sin 

are not allowed to come anywhere near God's perfect goodness. Indeed, the 

force of God's goodness acts upon evil like a powerful magnet acts upon its 

repelling pole; God's goodness produces a force field that actually pushes sin 

and evil away. What's more, whenever we pray—whenever we call out to God 

as Jesus so often does—we ourselves move a step further into that force field 

of God's protective goodness. To pray is, in reality, to move: to move toward 

God and away from temptation and sin. And if we keep praying—if we keep 

moving—then we will eventually reach the complete safety of our Master's 

arms. Yes, in this way, the act of praying prevents us from entering 

temptation. 

 

This temptation to which Jesus refers is more than just an enticement to do 

something sinful. As we noted above, temptation is a trial or test which can 

come from either God or Satan. The disciples' test in Gethsemane (and 

beyond) was a test similar to Job's. Faced with their own suffering and grief, 

caught up in terrible events spinning out of their control, what will the 

disciples do? Will they hold on to their faith and remain loyal to their belief in 

3 And I supposed God would save the disciples because they had asked. I also believed that they had to ask, 

that God was waiting in the wings and would not move to save them until they prayed. This assumption 

raises the question: Does God withhold his good works from us until we make the right request? The 

emphatic answer is no. Such reasoning stands contrary to God's greatest unrequested act: sending his Son to 

die for us. 
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Jesus as the Christ, or will they fall away and turn instead to doubt and 

despair? "Pray," Jesus instructs them, "Move closer to God so that you will 

not lose your belief, your faith, your trust in God's ultimate power and 

goodness. Move closer to God so that you will not fall away." 

 

 

An Invitation: 
 

In life's darkest moments, Jesus gives you and me these same instructions. 

But how can we move closer to God at those painful, desperate times? How 

are we supposed to pray? Jesus shows us how. He invites the disciples—and 

us as well—to go with him into his place of private prayer and to hear 

firsthand the actual exchange between Father and Son. This is the only place 

in the Gospels where we are allowed to hear Jesus' words at such an 

intimate, private moment. And it is this exchange which we will examine in 

our next chapter. 
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Chapter 7:  Gethsemane—The Prayer 
 
 

Scripture: 
 

 
 

 

A Quick Dip:1  

 
If only it could be possible/… (Matt/Mark): This expression is difficult to 

translate from Greek into English. The Greek phrase indicates that Jesus 

suddenly breaks off in the midst of this sentence from either his inability or 

unwillingness to proceed. Since we have no similar English grammatical 

construction, I have used punctuation (…) to indicate this abrupt pause. 

Jesus' "if only it could be possible…," could be loosely translated, "if only 

things could be different…" It is extremely important to note that with these 

words Jesus is not challenging God's ability ("if only you were able…"); 

instead, Jesus is expressing his own desire for a different course of events. 

But Jesus interrupts his own outpouring of emotion; he brusquely breaks off 

this expression of his personal feelings and needs. We can almost hear Jesus' 

ragged sigh as he struggles against his own words. 

 

If only you desired... (Luke): In Luke, we find a Greek construction similar 

1 The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 174. 

Matthew 26:39 Mark 14:35-36 Luke 22:41-42 

And going a little 

further, he threw 

himself facedown upon 

the ground and prayed, 

"My Father, if only it 

could be possible for 

you to allow this cup of 

suffering to pass by 

without touching me…; 

however, do not do 

what I will, but what 

you will." 

And going a little 

further, he threw 

himself facedown upon 

the ground and prayed 

that if only it could be 

possible for the hour of 

death to pass by 

without touching him … 

And he said, "Abba, 

Father, all things are 

possible to you;  take 

this cup of suffering 

away from me; yet do 

not do what I will, but 

what you will." 

Then he withdrew from 

them about a stone's 

throw, and falling on 

his knees, he prayed 

saying, "Father, if only 

you desired to take this 

cup of suffering away 

from me…; however, 

not my will, but yours 

be done."   
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to the one we just discussed. Again, Jesus abruptly breaks off in the midst of 

his sentence.  He refuses to proceed with this train of thought.  

 

In this Lukan phrase, the word desired refers to God's eternal divine purpose 

or plan. God's desire is the thoughtful decision of his holy will. Therefore, this 

phrase could be translated: "if only it were your divine purpose…" 

 

Will (Matt/Mark/Luke): Whether human or divine, will means more than 

something which someone wants or desires; it means more than something 

which someone chooses because it is pleasing to him or her. Like the word 

desire mentioned above, the concept of will includes the idea of a purpose or 

a plan of action. A person's will is like a contractor's blueprint or a film 

director's storyboard; it is a plan of action which leads to a desired finished 

product. Therefore, God's will is his eternal divine plan. 

 

Be done (Luke): This little verb is pregnant with meaning. The Greek word 

includes active images: making, creating, fulfilling, performing, bringing 

something into existence. In this prayer, Jesus is asking God to put his plan 

into action; to mold his purpose like a potter molds his clay and thereby bring 

something new into existence; to open the curtain and dramatically stage the 

startling climax that God had planned since the fall of humanity. When Jesus 

prays, "Your will be done," he is asking God to release the full force of his 

creative power and genius. 

 

 

Reflecting: 

 
1.  Do you believe that "all things are possible" to God? 

 

2.  What would have happened in Gethsemane if Jesus had not abruptly 

broken off and had only prayed, "Take this cup of suffering away from 

me"? 

 

3.  What is God's ultimate desire/will/plan/purpose for your life? Are you 

following the plan? 

 

4.  When you pray, "Your will be done," in the Lord's Prayer or in your 

personal prayers, what do you expect God to do?  How do your 

expectations compare to the discussion of be done found in "A Quick Dip"? 

 

 

Diving Deeper: 
 
 

When Jesus Prayed 
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Throughout this study of Jesus' prayers, we have encountered many 

passages where Jesus withdraws to pray in private. Each time I read one of 

those passages, my heart burns with one question: What happened when 

Jesus left to pray alone? If only I could follow and peep through the bushes 

or stand behind a tree and overhear his words! If only I could see Jesus' 

posture, study the lines on his face, and read the emotions in his heart! How 

would such an experience affect my own private prayers? 

 

Now here in Gethsemane, my longing is fulfilled. Jesus takes the disciples—

and us—into his solitary place and allows us to observe this very intimate 

prayer. Jesus stumbles a short distance away from the disciples and falls to 

the ground, either on his face or on his knees—both postures demonstrate an 

attitude of service and devotion. As we watch Jesus fall down, we are 

reminded of the time when the tempter put Jesus to the test out in the 

wilderness. At that time, the devil offered Jesus power over all the kingdoms 

of the world if Jesus would just fall down and worship him (Matt 4:8-9). But 

here when Jesus falls down in the garden, he bows at the feet of his beloved 

Daddy. This seems to be a familiar position for him, and because Jesus has 

been here so often, because he knows his Daddy so intimately, he can pour 

out his heart and soul: "Oh, Daddy, if only things could be different…" All 

three Gospels record Jesus' heartfelt desire at the beginning of his prayer. 

Though the words may differ, we still hear Jesus' rasping sigh: "If only…" 

 

From the beginning, the Gospels make it clear: ever since the day Jesus 

stepped out of the Jordan River to launch his ministry, he knew The Plan. For 

three years he followed it to the letter. Jesus always understood the ultimate 

goal, the ultimate victory. He continually predicted his passion, death, and 

resurrection. Yet right here, right now, waiting in this garden, everything 

seems so dark and this is just so hard: "If only we could do this a different 

way; if only you could just change the plan a little bit…" 

 

It is important to pause for a moment and make sure that we understand, as 

we pointed out in "A Quick Dip," that Jesus' "if only it were possible" 

comment is not a challenge to God's ability. Jesus is not saying, "If you are 

able (have the power), then let this cup pass away from me." Jesus knows, 

as he says outright in Mark's passage, that "all things are possible" to God. 

God can do anything he wants, anyway he wants. Is it possible to save 

humankind from sin and death without sacrificing God's own Son in the 

process? Certainly; all things are possible to God. But Jesus understands that 

just because something is within the realm of God's ability, that does not 

necessarily mean that it is within the realm of God's ultimate design. No, the 

test in the garden is not a test of God's power; rather, it is a test of Jesus' 

obedience. It is a test because what Jesus wants at this moment runs 

contrary to what God has planned. The disciples are not the only ones who 

need to pray in order that they will not enter into temptation. Sin—
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disobedience—is ready to pounce upon Jesus as well. 

 

So, what does Jesus do? Right in front of our eyes, Jesus does what he has 

instructed his disciples to do. He falls down and prays, reaching up and out 

toward the God of perfect goodness. How does he do it? Jesus opens his 

heart and in complete honesty he tells his Daddy exactly what he wants: "Let 

this hour of death pass by without touching me; take this cup of pain and 

suffering away from me." What Jesus is really saying is, "I don't want to go 

through with this anymore. It's too hard. I've changed my mind. Let's switch 

to plan B." 

 

 

What If? 
 

Contrary to everything we have heard from Jesus' lips thus far, in 

Gethsemane, we hear Jesus open his heart and for the first time tell his 

Daddy what he wants God to do: "Take this cup away." What would have 

happened if Jesus' prayer had ended here with these words? Would God have 

honored Jesus' request? 

 

Yes. And Jesus knew it. 

 

Look at Matthew 26:53. Shortly after praying these words, Jesus was 

arrested. One of his followers drew a sword against the guards, but Jesus 

commanded him to put the weapon away, saying, "Do you think I cannot 

appeal to my Father and he will not at once send me more than twelve 

legions of angels?" You see, Jesus had a real choice in the garden: death on 

a cross, or an army of 72,000 angels. Plan A or plan B. God's plan or Jesus' 

plan. The choice was real. The test was real. "Pray—move closer to God—so 

that you will not enter into temptation." However, because he has moved 

right to the feet of his beloved Daddy, Jesus' prayer does not end here with 

what he wants: "Let this cup pass from me." Instead, Jesus interrupts his 

own prayer. Abruptly, he stops in his tracks and refuses to take another step 

forward on this prayer path. He wheels about and moves in a totally different 

direction: "Nevertheless, not my will, but yours be done." In the garden, 

Jesus chooses obedience. Jesus chooses to follow God's plan. Jesus chooses 

to trust, to follow the Daddy he knows and loves so well. Indeed, we can 

almost see Jesus stop, take hold of his own will, and with a tremendous 

effort, deliberately bend it until it conforms to the same shape as his 

Daddy's.  

 

Why does Jesus choose obedience? Why does he choose to follow this 

torturous plan for his life? Because Jesus knows that God's plan is always the 

best plan. There could never be a better way. Think about it. Suppose Jesus 

had asked for and God had sent an army of angels to defeat Jesus' enemies. 

Jesus could have destroyed Satan in a fierce battle and saved us all. We 
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would have witnessed the terrifying, awesome power of God. We would have 

been moved away from evil and toward God out of our own fear of that 

overwhelming power. However, God's plan put his own dear Son on a cross 

to suffer and die for our sins. Then on Easter morning, we witnessed God's 

mighty victory over sin and death when he used his great power—not to raise 

an army—but to raise Jesus back to life. So when you and I look at the cross 

and at the empty tomb, we choose to move closer to God not because we 

fear the depth of his great power; we choose to move closer to God because 

we feel the depth of his great love. Yes indeed, God's plan—as difficult as it 

sometimes seems—is always the best plan. 

 

 

An Invitation 
 

You and I are often tempted, tested. Our choices are real. Our choices are 

not easy. Yet Jesus has shown us in the garden that no matter how difficult it 

may be, obedience to God's ultimate plan for our lives is always the right 

choice. 

 

What is the biggest test you are facing at this moment in time? What 

temptation is lurking in the shadows of your life? What is the most difficult 

choice confronting you right now? And what can you do about it? Jesus 

invites you to do what he did. He invites you to follow his example in 

Gethsemane. First, throw yourself at the feet of your loving Daddy. Pour out 

your heart and soul. Be honest; tell God how you feel. Tell him what you 

want. Move closer. Then, if you don't already know, ask him to tell you what 

he wants. Let him show you his plan. Finally, make a choice—choose to obey. 

If the choice seems really difficult and you still feel tempted, keep praying. 

Keep moving. After all, Jesus prayed the same prayer three times in the 

garden. If you and I will also keep praying, then we, too, can move away 

from temptation and into obedience. We can choose to love and trust our 

Daddy just like Jesus did. We can choose to follow God's plan instead of our 

own. It may be difficult, but it is always the right thing—the very best thing—

for us to do. 
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Chapter 8:  Gethsemane—The Results 
 

 

Scripture: 

 

 
 

Matthew 26:40-45 Mark 14:37-41 Luke 22:43-46 

Then he returned to 

the disciples and found 

them sleeping, and he 

said to Peter, "Do you 

not have the strength 

to watch with me for 

one hour? Watch and 

pray so that you will 

not enter into 

temptation; the spirit is 

indeed willing, but the 

flesh is weak." Again 

for a second time he 

went away and prayed, 

saying, "My Father, if 

this cup cannot pass 

away from me unless I 

drink it, your will be 

done." And returning 

he found them again 

sleeping, for their eyes 

were heavy. Leaving 

them he went away 

again and prayed a 

third time, saying the 

same words. Then he 

came to the disciples 

and said to them, "Do 

you intend to sleep on 

and on, taking your 

rest? Behold, the hour 

has come and the Son 

of Man is delivered into 

the hands of sinners." 

Then he came and 

found them sleeping, 

and he said to Peter, 

"Simon, are you 

asleep? Do you not 

have the strength to 

watch for one hour? 

Watch and pray so that 

you will not enter into 

temptation. The spirit 

is indeed willing, but 

the flesh is weak. And 

again he went away 

and prayed, saying the 

same words. 

Returning, he found 

them again sleeping, 

for their eyes were 

heavy, and they did not 

know how they should 

answer him. And he 

came the third time 

and said to them, "Do 

you intend to sleep on 

and on, taking your 

rest? The account is 

closed; the hour has 

come; behold, the Son 

of Man is delivered into 

the hands of sinners." 

And an angel from 

heaven appeared to 

him, strengthening 

him. And being in 

agony, he prayed more 

fervently, and his 

sweat became like 

great drops of blood 

falling down upon the 

ground. And when he 

rose up from prayer he 

came to the disciples 

and found them 

sleeping, exhausted 

from sheer grief; and 

he said to them, "Why 

are you sleeping? Rise 

up and pray so that 

you will not enter 

temptation." 
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A Quick Dip:1  

 
Strength (Matt/Mark): This Greek word means more than having the ability 

to do something (here, stay awake and pray). To possess strength means to 

possess the physical and spiritual power necessary to competently complete 

a desired task. Jesus asks Peter—the Rock, the one who claimed that he had 

the courage to follow Jesus to death—"Are you not physically and spiritually 

strong enough to simply watch with me?" Clearly Peter and the others are 

unable to access the power they need in the garden. 

 

Strengthening (Luke): This word is derived from the same Greek root as 

strength. When the angel appears to Jesus, the message it delivers supplies 

the physical and spiritual power that Jesus needs to accomplish his 

assignment. In the garden, Jesus regains more than his strength. Prayer 

empowers Jesus. 

 

Spirit (Matt/Mark): Here spirit is similar to the Hebrew word for heart. The 

spirit or heart is the place which contains the true essence of a person. It is 

the inner place where God's Spirit touches one's life. Indeed, we often say 

that God's Spirit moves or works within a person's heart.  

 

Willing (Matt/Mark): Someone who is willing is ready and eager to move in 

the right direction. 

 

Flesh (Matt/Mark): Literally, flesh describes the outer physical body; 

figuratively, it represents human nature and its passions. Here in Matthew 

and Mark, that which is emotionally and mentally inferior (i.e. anxiety, fear, 

cowardice) is attributed to the flesh. In these passages, the contrast between 

flesh and spirit is a contrast between the disciple's outward physical/mental/ 

emotional state of being and the deeper, internal, heart-felt desires which 

pulse within the very core of their beings. 

 

Weak (Matt/Mark): To be weak means to give up too easily. All creation 

(flesh) appears weak, especially when contrasted to God's faithful endurance.  

 

Rose up/rise up (Luke): Literally, to rise means to get up, especially after 

sleep or illness. This same word describes Jesus' physical resurrection; Jesus 

rises up from death as one would rise up from sleep. Here, however, rise up 

is used figuratively to point to a spiritual reawakening or resurrection. 

 

Account is closed (Mark): This Greek expression means that the traitor has 

received the money and so has come to betray Jesus. 

1 The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 174. 
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Reflecting: 

 
1.  Why could the disciples not stay awake in Gethsemane? 

 

2.  What weaknesses keep you from praying to God? What causes you to 

"give up too easily" when you need to pray? 

 

3.  What do you suppose would have happened to the disciples if they had 

prayed instead of slept? 

 

 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

Willingness Verses Weakness 
 

When the disciples enter Gethsemane with Jesus, they are determined to 

stand firmly by their Master. Though Jesus has predicted betrayal and denial, 

the disciples do not believe him. They will never abandon their teacher, their 

friend. Peter has declared that he is ready to go to prison with Jesus, even to 

die with Jesus (Luke 22:33). The others feel the same way. Looking into the 

faces of his followers, Jesus understands their willingness—their eagerness to 

move in the right direction. He can see into their hearts. He knows that these 

dedicated men truly want to remain loyal to their Master: the spirit indeed is 

willing. However, Jesus also knows the human limitations of his followers. 

Human beings, by their very natures, are filled with frailties and weaknesses: 

fear, anxiety, doubt, cowardice. Regardless of how badly the disciples want to 

stand by Jesus, on their own they lack the strength they need to accomplish 

this task. A willing spirit is just not going to be enough: the flesh is weak. So 

Jesus instructs his disciples to watch and pray. Yet as they kneel down in the 

darkness of the lonely garden and look upon the tormenting anguish of their 

Master, their strength dissolves. Jesus' words of betrayal, denial, suffering, 

and tortuous death fill their minds and hearts. Anxiety pulses; doubt creeps 

in. Fear begins to grip their hearts. Focused on their own anguish and grief, 

weakness overcomes strength, and the disciples succumb to sleep. 

 

In contrast, we see Jesus kneeling just a stone's throw away. Jesus 

understands the weakness of the flesh; he feels the same weakness within 

his own body. He feels the same grief, the same anxiety, the same fear. It 

falls from him like great drops of blood upon the ground. Yes, Jesus 

understands the limitations of human strength. That is why again and again 

he goes to rouse his sleeping pupils and instructs them to pay attention. 

Jesus wants the disciples—he wants you and me—to learn how to access the 

strength we need to carry out God's plan. How does Jesus do this? How does 
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his prayer differ from the attempted prayers of the disciples? Let's look and 

see. 

 

 

Strength Versus Sleep 
 

Our last question is difficult to answer because the Gospels do not record any 

of the disciples' words of prayer. Yet Luke provides us with an important clue. 

When Jesus returned to the disciples, Luke says that he found them, 

"sleeping, exhausted from sheer grief." The disciples were exhausted, worn 

out by their own fear and anguish. It is clear that when the disciples knelt 

down to pray, they were focused on their anxieties. And since they were 

focused entirely on their own feelings and concerns, it is possible that they 

did not pray at all. Indeed, it appears that instead of praying to God, the 

disciples were worrying to God. And the difference between praying and 

worrying is the difference between strength and sleep. Just look at Jesus. 

 

We have Jesus' words. Jesus begins his prayer as the disciples probably 

began theirs. He, too, pours out his grief and fear, his worries and his wants, 

"My soul is very sorrowful…if only…let this cup pass…" But then Jesus does 

what the disciples failed to do. As we saw in the last chapter, Jesus' prayer 

does not end here. Instead, Jesus shifts his focus from his worries to God's 

plan: "Nevertheless, not my will, but yours be done." It is this shift, this 

change in focus from his own emotional turmoil to God's grand design that 

leads Jesus away from worrying and into real prayer. Jesus teaches us right 

here in the garden that if we will turn our focus, then we can turn our hearts 

and minds—in the same manner that we can turn a radio dial—away from the 

pure static of worrying and tune into the clear channel of prayer which 

connects us with God's Spirit of strength. 

 

Yes, in the garden, we watch the disciples kneel down and begin to worry. 

Lost in a sea of static, they are overcome by waves of weakness and they fall 

asleep. In contrast, we watch Jesus kneel down and begin to pray. What, 

then, happens to Jesus? Well, he certainly doesn't fall asleep. As Jesus prays 

the same words over and over, an angel arrives with a message of strength 

and encouragement. Even though his sweat falls like great drops of blood, 

Jesus is not overcome. Furthermore, when the hour has ended, we watch 

Jesus rise up—resurrected—with renewed life in his spirit. Through prayer, 

Jesus finds the strength he needs. When Judas arrives with the rabble, Jesus 

is ready. 

 

The difference in the garden between the sleeping disciples and the spiritually 

resurrected Jesus lies in what happened when they each knelt down to pray. 

When Jesus turned his focus away from his own grief and asked for God's will 

to be done, he opened his mind, his heart, and his spirit to receive God's 

instructions, God's insights, God's comfort, and God's strength. When we 
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kneel down to pray for ourselves, the best thing we can do is to turn our 

focus away from our own concerns and tune into God's will. 

 

 

A Personal Lesson 
 

I wish I had studied this prayer years ago. I remember so clearly a dark time 

in my marriage when my husband and I experienced a painful period of 

conflict that almost led to our separation. During that difficult time, I turned 

to God in "prayer." I "prayed" every day. For over a year, I poured out my 

fear, my grief, my pain, and my distress. However, the conflict only escalated 

and left me feeling like I was trapped in a huge downward spiral spinning 

completely out of control. I did not know what to do, so I "prayed" even 

harder—worrying, fretting, and grieving—until I became completely 

exhausted. And still the spiraling continued. 

 

Looking back, I can see now that I was not really praying at all. I was 

completely focused on my own emotional turmoil, drowning in a sea of static, 

unable to tune into God's voice because I clung so tightly to my own wants 

and desires, my own worries and pain. I did not know how to turn the dial. I 

did not know how to tune in. I desperately needed Jesus' last lesson. Finally 

one night, like an alcoholic, I reached rock bottom. I thought I had tried 

everything, but there was one thing I had not done. Led by God's grace, I fell 

to my knees. From the depth of my soul I prayed, "Oh God, I don't know 

what to do. Please, just tell me what you want me to do." And all at once—at 

that moment and with those words—the spiraling stopped. The dial was 

turned. The static cleared. I could hear God's voice at last. God gave me 

instructions. God gave me comfort. God gave me hope. God gave me 

strength. Thankfully, I discovered that God's plan for my marriage was not 

strife and separation, but healing and wholeness. 

 

In the years that followed that moment of grace in my life, I could never 

really explain what had happened that dark night. I knew that the static had 

been dispelled, but I did not know how. Not until I studied this prayer did I 

realize what I had done. I had wasted a year worrying to God: worrying with 

an open mouth, a closed heart, and closed ears. My "prayers" had sounded 

something like this: "Oh God, my heart is breaking…I am in so much 

pain…What is going to happen to us…What will I do if we separate… What will 

I tell the children…We'll never survive financially…I wish things could 

change…I'm so tired…I can't handle this…I wish…" 

 

Looking back, I can still feel those piercing anxieties and that contrasting 

sense of relief I experienced at that moment when I turned my focus and 

started to really pray. Why did it happen at that particular moment? Maybe 

my worries just ran out, maybe I was so exhausted my tongue finally ceased 

to wag, maybe there was nowhere else to go but up. But I did look up. When 



 

                                                                                                                                 Page 71 

 

I prayed, "God, show me what you want me to do," I took my eyes off of my 

grief and began to look for God's plan. When I finally shut my mouth, I was 

able to open my ears to God's voice and my heart to God's Spirit. The 

channel suddenly became so clear. 

 

If only I had understood Jesus' lesson from the garden earlier! If I had, then 

when the conflict first began, I would have known what to do. I would have 

known that I needed to stop worrying to God and start praying to God; I 

would have been able to move so much more quickly from sleep to strength. 

This is why I am so thankful for this lesson today. Now, when faced with a 

similar situation, Jesus has taught me how to pray: "Master, show me what 

you want me to do, and please give me the strength to do it. Your will, not 

mine, be done." 

 

 

What If? 
 

Going back to Gethsemane, I have often wondered what would have 

happened to the disciples if they had shifted their focus and prayed instead of 

slept. How would their story have changed? The soldiers still would have 

come; Jesus still would have been arrested. However, if the disciples had 

prayed as Jesus had, perhaps they would have found the strength to follow 

Jesus into that courtroom. Of course, Jesus might have sent them away for 

their own safety, but instead of hiding in fear, perhaps they would have 

waited with expectation. They still would have experienced the agony and 

grief they felt over Jesus' terrible death, but perhaps an angel would have 

been sent to comfort them. What is more, on Sunday morning—instead of 

sending some women to the tomb with spices and burial cloths—perhaps 

they would have all gone to the tomb, not with linens, but with a new robe 

for their Master. However, because they chose to worry rather than to pray, 

the disciples had no strength with which to face the soldiers or the events to 

come. Even Peter, the Rock, became nothing more than shifting sand. Jesus 

had foreseen it: the disciples fell asleep and fell away. In Gethsemane, the 

disciples failed their test. They failed their Master. 

 

Fortunately, the disciples' failure in the garden was only temporary. Perhaps 

their failure even underscored the importance of the lesson Jesus taught 

there. After all, the lesson was not lost. We just read it. The disciples must 

have stayed awake long enough to overhear Jesus' prayer. Someone saw the 

angel. And of course they witnessed the renewed strength with which Jesus 

met not only the soldiers but his horrible death. No, the lesson was not lost 

on the sleeping disciples. 

 

How do we know this? Because of what happened to them later—much later. 

After the resurrection and Jesus' ascension, after Pentecost and those early 

days, the disciples faced other tests, other temptations. As God's plan for 
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their lives unfolded, as they carried the good news throughout the world, 

each of them was tested. Whether it was in a prison cell, on public trial, 

awaiting persecution or even death, each disciple must have remembered the 

last lesson. In all of those dark, desperate times, I imagine the disciples 

recalling their Master's prayer and their Master's strength. And when they 

had to choose again, this time they chose to pray as Jesus had, falling at 

their Father's feet, focusing on their Father's plan, and asking that his will be 

done. In the end, each of them found the strength they needed to rise up 

and stand firm, to remain loyal to the Master who had loved them and taught 

them so well. 

 

 

An Invitation: 

 
Perhaps, like me, you too have failed in the past and have chosen at times to 

sleep rather than to pray. Like the disciples, our failure does not need to 

remain permanent. We can learn the lesson Jesus taught in the garden. The 

next time we are tempted, we are invited to follow the example of our 

beloved Master. Jesus invites us to go to our solitary place and pray, to turn 

the dial, to tune in, to move into the arms of the one who will give us the 

strength we need to stand firm and to follow his will for our lives. "Your will, 

not mine, be done." When we open our hearts to God's will, we allow our 

Daddy to breathe renewed life and strength into our spirits. We allow our 

Master's power to overcome our weakness. We allow the angel of 

encouragement to wipe our brows and touch our souls. If we will pray this 

prayer, then we will allow our spirits to be raised up—resurrected—and we 

will find ourselves ready to face whatever task our Daddy has set before us 

to do. 
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Chapter 9:  When We Are Troubled 
 
 

Scripture: 

 
"Now my soul is troubled, and what shall I say? 'Father, save me 

from this hour'? No! For this reason I have come to this hour. 

Father, glorify your name." Then a voice came from heaven, "I 

have glorified it, and I will glorify it again." 
 

-John 12:27–28 

 

 

A Quick Dip:1 

 
Troubled: This Greek word means to be stirred up or agitated. In John 5:4, 

this same word is used to describe the pool of Bethzatha, where it was 

believed that from time to time an angel would come down and trouble or stir 

up these waters. (The first person to step into the pool after the water was 

troubled would be healed from his or her illness.) Following this line of 

thought, someone who is troubled has been agitated or thrown into 

confusion. 

 

Save: This Greek word conjures up vivid images of one person rescuing 

another from a dangerous situation. In my mind, I picture a firefighter 

carrying a person from a burning building, or a lifeguard dragging a drowning 

person out of a riptide's death grip. This is a very active verb. It is also 

important to note that this particular verb is an aorist verb. We remember 

that the aorist is used in Greek to indicate something that happens once in 

time. Here Jesus refers to being saved once from a particular situation versus 

being kept safe over a period of time. 

 

Hour: For John, this hour refers to Jesus' time of death and his glorification. 

John portrays both of these events as interwoven within the exact same 

moment in time.  

 

Come: For John, this is the coming of the Messiah, the coming time of 

salvation, and the coming time of Jesus' passion/death/glorification. In this 

passage, come is another aorist verb, again signaling a one-time event: a 

single moment in history when salvation dawns for humankind. This 

understanding is very important in John. 

1 The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 174. 
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Glorify: This is another active verb. To glorify someone means more than 

giving lip service to another; it involves bringing praise and honor to that 

person in a way that everyone around can see this person's importance. To 

glorify can also mean to magnify someone—to enlarge this person's 

noteworthy traits for others to examine. Perhaps the most active definition of 

glorify is to clothe another in radiance and splendor. Scripture links this 

Greek word, doxazo, to a Hebrew term, kawbed. Kawbed is also translated as 

glory in the Old Testament, but its original meaning was to weigh heavily.2 In 

ancient times, the one who possessed the most "weight" received the 

greatest glory. 

 

 

Reflecting: 

 
1.  What causes your soul to be troubled? When you feel this way, how do 

you pray? 

 

2.  Why does Jesus refuse to pray, "Save me from this hour?" Have you ever 

refused to pray for your own safety? Are there ever times when you 

should make such a refusal? 

 

3.  What does Jesus want God to do when he prays, "Glorify your name"? 

 

4.  How has God glorified his name to us? 

 
 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

The All-star Game 
 

We have all watched it on TV; perhaps you have been lucky enough to attend 

one in person. The arena is darkened. There is a quiet, expectant hush. 

Suddenly, the announcer's voice booms, introducing the first player of the 

game. As the superstar runs out into the spotlight, his name explodes in 

lights all around the stadium. Cameras flash, the crowd thunders, and 

fireworks burst brilliantly overhead. We glorify our cherished athletes with a 

spectacular display of light and sound. 

 

Is this what Jesus seeks when he prays in this passage, "Glorify your name"? 

2 G. von Rad, "rAbK' in the OT," TDNT 2:238. 
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Does he want us to stand up and cheer as the name Father flashes in lights 

around a stadium and fireworks erupt overhead? Or does Jesus' prayer point 

us to something different? 

 

 

The Setting 
 

When we examine this prayer, the first detail we need to note is that it is 

recorded by John. And John is, well, different. As we will discover, John's 

Gospel has a unique slant. Matthew, Mark, and Luke—known as the 

Synoptics or Gospels with the same eye—share many of the same stories and 

teachings from Jesus' life. For example, these three writers all recorded 

Jesus' prayer in Gethsemane, but John did not. 

 

Why does John's Gospel differ so radically from the Synoptics? Part of the 

reason could be that John had access to different sources—different stories 

from different witnesses—than the Synoptic writers. Still another reason is 

that John writes from a distinct perspective; his Gospel presents a unique 

understanding of God's work though the life of Jesus Christ. As a writer, John 

has chosen stories, teachings, and events and recorded them in a way that 

emphasizes what Jesus' life, death, and resurrection meant to him as a 

disciple of the risen Lord. John interweaves many themes and images into his 

Gospel—love, salvation, light, eternal life, revelation—to name a few. Two of 

these themes, salvation and revelation, are emphasized in this prayer. With 

this in mind, let us turn to John's account of Jesus' last public prayer. 

 

 

Troubled 
 

It is Palm Sunday—the beginning of Passover week in Jerusalem—and Jesus 

has ridden triumphantly into the city amidst the cheers of the masses and the 

fears of the religious leaders. After this scene, some Gentiles ask to see 

Jesus. Their visit seems to be some sort of signal to Jesus—a signal that the 

end is near—because Jesus suddenly states, "The hour has come," and 

proceeds to predict his suffering and death. 

 

At this point, Jesus becomes upset by his own words. He declares, "Now my 

soul is troubled." Although these words remind us of Gethsemane, it is 

important to note that the Greek word translated troubled here in John is not 

the same Greek word we translated as troubled in the garden narratives. In 

Gethsemane, the Greek word used is ademoneo3 and means to be intensely 

anxious or distressed. The fear factor looms large in the garden. However, in 

3 avdhmone,w  
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this passage from John, the Greek word is tarasso, which means to be stirred 

up. Tarasso indicates that, after speaking of his death, Jesus felt stirred up, 

agitated, and thrown into confusion. Confusion, not fear, is the primary 

emotion here. For a moment Jesus becomes uncertain; his focus blurs. 

 

I remember a time when my husband came home from hunting a little late 

one evening. I did not think much about it until I noticed how agitated he 

was. I asked him what had happened. He said that as dusk was falling, 

something had moved below his deer stand. Not wanting to scare away the 

prey, he stayed in the stand longer than usual, and it had grown quite dark 

when he finally climbed down out of the tree. His small flashlight was weak, 

he had no compass, and cloud cover made the forest pitch black. He had 

hunted those woods from boyhood, but in the darkness he "got turned 

around" and could not find his way back to the main road. The confusion and 

agitation he had felt were still apparent even after he had arrived safely 

home. It was a troubling experience. 

 

We all face troubling times in our lives. Sometimes we become confused by 

the enormous responsibilities of our jobs; uncertainty shakes our confidence 

when we struggle with parenting issues; stress washes over us whenever 

important relationships get all mixed up. Worse still, spiritually troubling 

times can shake our souls. We all experience doubt and uncertainty in our 

faith from time to time. Something happens and our whole belief system is 

called into question: Is God real? Does God care? Can God protect me and 

my family? Is there really life after death? How can I believe in God's 

goodness when all of these terrible things are happening to me? Suddenly we 

find ourselves in the darkness with a weak light and no compass, and once-

familiar surroundings now appear unknown. How can we get back to the 

main road? 

 

Something similar happens to Jesus. In the middle of a crowd, in the middle 

of his last public sermon, Jesus loses his way. Darkness moves in. As he 

speaks about his own death, Jesus becomes confused. He becomes 

uncertain. He becomes troubled. What does Jesus do at this moment? What 

else would he do? He prays. 

 

 

"What Shall I Say?” 
 

Jesus turns to the crowd and asks, "What shall I say?" This is the question of 

the hour. You know, it is very likely that some of the people in this crowd of 

listeners had also recently heard Jesus' prayer at Lazarus' grave, where they 

watched a dead man walk out of his tomb. Jesus now declares that he 

himself is facing impending death, so what will he pray this time? Jesus 

suggests aloud what the crowd expects to hear: "Father, save me from this 

hour." But Jesus abruptly rejects such a prayer, saying that he cannot pray 
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for his own safety at a time like this. Why not? Because, he declares, "for this 

reason I have come to this hour." 

 

And here we encounter John's slant, John's "take" on the crucifixion. In 

John's Gospel, Jesus' suffering and God's triumph are seen in the same 

moment in time. Jesus' hour of death is also his hour of glorification. Our 

salvation history will come to its climax in the hour that Jesus is victoriously 

lifted up on the cross because this will be the same hour when God will 

redeem us. Right now, however, Jesus cannot see the victory part. Speaking 

to the crowd about his suffering, Jesus can only see the pain. Yet even 

though he is deeply troubled, he is not going to ask God to abort his mission. 

He will not pray, "Save me." 

 

In John 16:21, Jesus likens his hour of suffering to a woman's hour of 

childbirth. Those women who have borne children without the aid of 

medication or nerve blocks know that there comes a point in labor known as 

transition. It is a time when the woman becomes confused and disoriented. 

She loses her focus and cannot concentrate on delivering the baby. At this 

moment the woman usually screams for drugs or attempts to strangle 

whoever is close by, but there is one thing she will not do. She will not ask 

the doctor to destroy the baby. Get it out, maybe, but not to terminate the 

mission. The goal—new life—is at hand. To ask for that life to be ended at 

this moment is unthinkable. So it is with Jesus. The goal—new life for us all—

is at hand. To pray, "Save me from this hour," would be to abort that new 

life. This is unthinkable. Jesus, like an expectant mother, does not seek to 

escape from the hour at hand, but rather to be helped through it. So Jesus 

turns his eyes toward heaven and prays, "Father, glorify your name." 

 

So now we are back to the light and sound show. But if we are to understand 

how Jesus' request, "Glorify your name," will ease his feelings of confusion, 

we must pause for a moment and turn back to the Old Testament. A little 

Hebrew lesson is very enlightening at this point in Jesus' prayer. 

 

 

Kawbed 
 

The meaning of the Greek word for glory in the New Testament can be traced 

back to the Hebrew word kawbed in the Old Testament. Kawbed originally 

meant to weigh heavily, but also later developed the meanings wealth, 

importance, honor, and glory. I myself had a hard time understanding what 

weight, wealth, and glory had to do with one another until I examined two 

passages from Genesis. 

 

In Genesis 13:2, we read that Abram "became very heavy [kawbed] in 

livestock and in silver and in gold." Most English Bibles translate kawbed here 

as wealthy because the heavier one's possessions are (especially silver and 
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gold), the wealthier one is. Furthermore, in ancient times—as it is in many 

places today—the weight of one's wealth determined one's importance in 

society. Abram's vast wealth made him important to his neighbors, and this 

importance brought him honor and glory. 

 

In Genesis 45:13, Joseph—prime minister to Pharaoh—said to his brothers, 

"You must tell my father of all my glory [kawbed] in Egypt." In Egypt, 

Joseph's weight or importance came not from his wealth, but from his 

position of power as second-in-command to the king. So here in these Old 

Testament stories, we learn that glory or kawbed is whatever makes a 

person important and brings him or her honor. Abram's glory was his wealth. 

Joseph's glory was his power. Following this line of thought, we also 

understand that to glorify someone means to give the proper weight, 

importance, and honor due to that person. 

 

And what about God? Is this what Jesus is requesting when he prays, "Glorify 

your name"? Absolutely. In this prayer, Jesus is asking God to give the 

proper weight to his name; Jesus is asking his Daddy to reveal his 

importance and his significance to his Son in this troubling moment of 

darkness. Jesus' prayer is indeed a prayer for light, for a brilliant burst of 

revelation and understanding to shine. Lost for a moment in the darkness of 

confusion, Jesus prays, "Let me see your glory, your magnificence, your 

weight, your wealth, your importance, your power, your life-giving light." And 

it is interesting to note that God immediately responds to Jesus' prayer out 

loud, with a voice from heaven that rumbles in the sky like thunder. The 

Scripture may not specifically mention light, but there is definitely a sound 

show! God speaks for all the crowd to hear: "I have glorified it [my name], 

and I will glorify it again." 

 

Imagine! God speaking from the heavens in a voice we can hear with our 

ears, not just with our hearts! What a dramatic answer to Jesus' prayer! 

However, when I stop to consider it carefully, I find that I am unsure about 

what God's answer really means. How has God glorified his name? And in 

what way does this statement serve as an answer to Jesus' prayer? Let's 

take a closer look at God's response. 

 

 

God's Answer 
 

"I have glorified my name." In this statement, glorified is an aorist verb 

and can be translated this way: "I have glorified my name once in the past." 

Here God is saying that he has already demonstrated his significance and his 

power to the world during one particular moment in time. And when exactly 

did God do this? When God used his wisdom and love to fashion the heavens 

and the earth. When God created life, God revealed his magnificence. The 

very existence of this world teeming with millions of different life forms 
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serves as a testimony to God's significance. Without the Creator, not one 

thing in this vast universe could survive except the darkness. Yes indeed, 

when God brought forth life, God glorified his name. 

 

Then the Father goes on to tell his Son, "And I will glorify it again." In the 

very near future, God will once again demonstrate the weight of his power. 

In Jesus' upcoming death and resurrection, God will reveal his ability not only 

to create life but to redeem it and to give it life again. Eternal life. It is in 

these two acts—creation and redemption, life and eternal life—that we behold 

the glory of God. 

 

And the darkness disappears. The doubt dissolves. There is no more 

confusion because the light of understanding has swept it away. Jesus hears 

his Daddy's voice. He sees again the weight of his Daddy's power, the wealth 

of his Daddy's love. In an echoing rumble, God has brought his Son back to 

the main road. The prayer is answered. 

 

In John 12:30–50, we witness the result of this answered prayer. Jesus 

returns to his sermon. With resounding confidence, he again predicts his own 

death, explains its meaning for his followers, and ends by emphasizing his 

mission as the Light of the world who was sent by God not to judge the 

world, but to save it. With boldness and assurance, Jesus concludes his public 

ministry. 

 

 

An Invitation: 
 

Wow! What a turnaround! From confusion to confidence in a matter of 

moments. This is the lesson that we need to hold onto from this prayer, 

because there will be times in each of our lives when our souls will become 

troubled and the darkness of doubt and confusion will overshadow us. So the 

next time we find ourselves shaken, we can remind ourselves that such a 

state of agitation need not last for long. Jesus has shown us what to do. 

When the darkness comes, Jesus invites us to pray for the light to shine. He 

encourages us to ask God to show us his weight, his wealth, his worth. If we 

will ask him, God will reveal to us the brilliance of his power—that power 

which has already given us both life and eternal life. When we see again the 

limitless wealth of God's riches, when we again feel the depth of God's 

unending love, when we experience the awesome splendor of God's eternal 

goodness, then the doubt will disappear, the darkness will be overcome, and 

our faith will be renewed. All we have to do is pray like Jesus did, "Father, 

glorify your name." And immediately our Daddy will lead us back to the main 

road. 
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Chapter 10:  Why? 
 
 

Scripture: 

 
And about the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice 

saying, "Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?" that is, "My God, my God, why 

have you abandoned me?" 
 

-Matt 27:46 

 

And at the ninth hour Jesus cried out in anguish with a loud 

voice saying, "Eloi, Eloi, lamma sabachthani?" which means, "My 

God, my God, why have you abandoned me?" 
 

-Mark 15: 34 

 

(For comparison): 
 

My God, my God, why have you abandoned me? 
 

-Ps 22:1 

 

 

A Quick Dip :1 

 
Eli/Eloi: In this prayer, Matthew quotes Jesus as saying Eli (speaking 

Hebrew), Mark quotes Jesus as saying Eloi (speaking Aramaic). Both words 

mean God and come from the Hebrew word El, meaning the strong One, the 

One in front of, the Leader, the Lord. This all-powerful Leader is the object of 

fear and reverence, and so is also known as the revered One. The original 

Hebrew root word contains a strong visual image: literally, it means to 

stretch out or to reach out after. Thus the El is the One whom people strive 

to reach.2 

 

Lama/lamma/why: Again, Matthew quotes Jesus speaking Hebrew (lama) 

and Mark quotes the Aramaic (lamma). Both words translate as why, but 

these original languages do more than ask a question; they also contain a 

plea or protest against something which someone has done or is about to do. 

To demand, "Lama?" is to register an objection with someone (as the 

psalmist does in Psalm 22).3 So in this prayer, we discover that Jesus is not 

asking for a cause/effect explanation (e.g., "Why did the lights go out?"). 

1The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 174. 
2  Frances Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs., A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old 

Testament (Oxford: Clarendon, 1907), 41–42. 
3   BDB, 554. 
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Instead, Jesus is protesting an action (God's) as we would when we would 

ask, "Why did you treat her like that?" This important nuance is not captured 

in the Greek; perhaps this is why Matthew and Mark took the pains to include 

the Hebrew/Aramaic here for their readers. 

 

Sabachthani/abandoned: This Aramaic word means to leave or to leave 

alone. It comes from the Hebrew root word meaning to forsake or abandon. 

The Greek word translated as abandoned similarly means to desert or to 

leave behind, especially in a time of great danger. Please note that here in 

the Greek, abandoned is another aorist verb which, we remember, refers to a 

one-time event and not a continuing action. 

 

 

Reflecting: 

 
1.  What has been the darkest moment in your life? Did you call out to God at 

that moment? If so, what did you say? 

 

2.  Why does Jesus call God El in this prayer instead of Abba? 

 

3.  Exactly what action is Jesus protesting when he cries, "Why?" 

 

4.  Did God really abandon Jesus on the cross? 

 

5.  Did God answer Jesus' prayer? If so, when and how? 

 

6.  Is it okay for us to question God? 

 

 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

Anna 
 

I have a painful memory of a particular Saturday that the passing years will 

never be able to erase. My cousin Ronda came home from running errands 

on that afternoon to find that her baby, eight-month-old Anna, had been 

seized by a sudden illness. Lethargic and refusing to take any fluids, the baby 

began spitting up and soon appeared dehydrated. Ronda called the doctor, 

who instructed her to bring Anna to the emergency room for immediate 

treatment. The family got into the truck and headed down the curvy country 

road. Preoccupied with trying to keep the baby from choking if she spit up 

again, Ronda did not see the car that came speeding around a curve. The 

shout from Anna's father was drowned out by the screech of metal as the 

family was struck head-on. After the impact, Ronda said that she looked 
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down at Anna and thought with relief, "Thank goodness, she's sleeping." But 

the baby wasn't sleeping. The impact of the crash had killed her. 

 

I also clearly remember Anna's funeral. The church was overflowing, and all 

of us—including the preacher—had just one question racing through our 

hearts and minds: Why? Why did this happen? Why did God allow this to 

happen? It was perhaps the most difficult service a minister could ever be 

called upon to perform, and as I listened to that preacher struggle with his 

own feelings of grief and anguish, I realized that he was not going to be able 

to provide us with a satisfactory answer to that one question: Why? 

 

In times of personal darkness, we all ask God the same question: Why? Why 

did you do this to me? Why did you let that illness take my spouse away from 

me? Why did you let my friend die in that house fire? Why didn't you stop 

that child from walking into school and shooting my son? Why did I contract 

AIDS? Why is my parent suffering from Alzheimer's? Why? 

 

In Jesus' darkest hour, we hear the same question. On that Black Friday 

morning at 9:00 a. m., Roman soldiers nailed Jesus to a cross. Six agonizing 

hours later, Jesus' life force was almost extinguished. Death was near. "Eli, 

Eli, lama sabachthani?" In Matthew and Mark, these are Jesus' last words, his 

agonizing cry as his torturous pain reaches its brutal climax. In these 

Gospels, Jesus' last words are a prayer—a prayer that both questions and 

protests God's actions in the midst of terrible suffering. 

 

 

The Right Question 
 

It is part of human nature to ask why whenever tragedy occurs. Somehow 

knowing the reason or purpose behind a particular event is extremely 

important to us. I suppose we think that if we can understand a painful event 

in our lives, it will somehow feel less painful. Yet this is not the case. In the 

aftermath of little Anna's tragic death, we learned why the accident had 

occurred: A young man who suffered from diabetes was working at a shop 

not far from Anna's house. After departing from work that afternoon, some 

type of emergency—possibly an oncoming insulin attack—caused him to turn 

around and race back toward his shop at breakneck speed. Losing control of 

his car, the young man crossed the yellow line and killed both himself and 

Anna. Yes, we eventually learned why the accident occurred: someone in 

urgent haste lost control of a deadly machine. Yet in the end, understanding 

that why brought absolutely no comfort to Anna's family and friends. 

 

So what does this mean? That we should not ask why? That we should not 

question God? On the contrary, Jesus asked why; Jesus questioned God with 

his last breath. However, if we look carefully, we will discover that Jesus' 

question—Jesus' why—is very different from all of those whys we mentioned 
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above. Look closely at Jesus' words. Jesus does not ask, "Why am I suffering 

like this?" or "Why do I have to die this awful death?" or "Why won't you 

save me?" Jesus does not question the circumstances which surround him. 

He does not focus on his physical pain and suffering. His question is not, 

"Why is this happening to me?" but instead, "Why have you abandoned me?" 

No, Jesus' question focuses not on his physical circumstances but on his 

spiritual relationship with God. We see Jesus hanging on a cross. He is in 

great pain, and he feels completely deserted. He chooses to question not the 

pain but the desertion. Jesus' greatest darkness lies not in the crucifixion but 

in God's abandonment. 

 

In our greatest moments of darkness, we feel pain—physical or emotional—

and, like Jesus, we also feel abandoned. We have a choice; we can question 

the pain, "Why did this happen?" or we can question the feeling of 

abandonment, "Why has God left me? Where is my God?" As we have 

already noted, understanding why something happened will not heal our pain 

or our sense of brokenness. However, understanding where God is in the 

midst of crisis and tragedy—finding the answer to that question will change 

everything. 

 

 

Abandoned 
 

Perhaps this discussion is making you feel a little uncomfortable. Perhaps you 

are saying, "Wait a minute, I believe in a loving, caring God. I don't like this 

talk about God abandoning people." Others (including myself) would agree. 

There is a popular saying in modern Christian culture that goes something 

like this: "If you feel far away from God, guess who moved?" I do not know 

the origin of this saying, but it expresses a deep truth about God's 

faithfulness to us. Sin may lead us astray, but God does not move; God's 

love for us is constant and unchanging. This is one of our basic beliefs. Yet at 

the cross, we hear Jesus protest, "My God, my God, why have you 

abandoned me?" The Greek, Aramaic, and Hebrew words all point to the 

same understanding. Jesus says that God has left him, abandoned him, 

forsaken him, deserted him in a time of great danger. "But," we may object, 

"Jesus is God's Son. Would God really do that? Maybe in all of the pain and 

suffering, Jesus became confused. Maybe Jesus just felt like God had 

deserted him. Maybe Jesus got it wrong. Or did God really forsake his only 

Son?" 

 

Scripture's answer to our question is clear. Jesus was not confused nor 

mistaken. At the cross, God did abandon Jesus. God moved away. Jesus was 

sinless. Jesus was obedient. Through all of the trials, through all of the 

temptations, Jesus remained steadfast. He never budged from his Father's 

side, from his Father's will. Jesus followed God's purpose even when it led 

him to a cross, and once he was there—breathing his last—God left him. 
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Abandoned. Deserted. Forsaken. Alone. Jesus screams, "Why?" And death 

extinguishes a perfect life. 

 

 

Why? 
 

It is clear in both Matthew and Mark that God did not answer Jesus' final 

question at the cross. There was no voice from heaven, no angel sent to 

bring comfort. There was only a shriek of death, then silence. Three days of 

silence. 

 

Yet we know that in his own perfect time, God did answer this prayer. On 

Easter morning and in the years that followed, the apostles themselves 

received and recorded God's answer to that anguished question. Why did God 

abandon his Son? "So that the world might be saved through him" (John 

3:17). "He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, in order that we 

might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds [we] have been 

healed" (1 Pet 2:24). 

 

It is true; he bore our sins. When we look at Jesus hanging on the cross, we 

can plainly see all of the suffering caused by the sinfulness and brokenness of 

our fallen world. We witness the physical suffering that sin causes when we 

watch Jesus' blood flow from his wounds. We observe the emotional suffering 

that sin produces as we watch Jesus endure the mocking and scorn from 

those gathered around him. However, it is Jesus' last prayer, his cry of 

abandonment, that points us to the most devastating consequence of sin: the 

spiritual suffering which we ourselves must also endure every time our sin 

separates us from our God. 

 

When Jesus took on our sins in his own body, he took on all of our sins; he 

suffered all of the consequences. Not just the physical pain, not just the 

emotional torment, but even the spiritual separation. You see, Jesus could 

not have felt the depth of humanity's brokenness unless he also experienced 

that separation. And the only way for Jesus—who was perfectly obedient—to 

be separated from his Father's goodness was for God to move. So, for the 

first time in all eternity, God moved away from righteousness and allowed the 

darkness of sin to swallow up the Light of goodness. And for the first time in 

his existence, Jesus suffered what you and I experience every time we sin: 

the darkness that seeks to destroy our relationship with God. When we hear 

Jesus scream, "Why have you deserted me?" the truth pierces our heart, and 

suddenly we realize that God's movement away from Jesus is really God's 

movement toward us in the midst of our darkness and suffering. And within 

that movement we must come to understand that Jesus' question, "Why 

have you abandoned me?" can never be our question. In all of human 

history, God has never moved away from humanity. Instead, God deserted 

his own goodness—his own Son—and moved to save a lost and fallen race. 
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Eli, Eli 
 

Jesus' last prayer points to so many things. For instance, this is the only 

prayer in which Jesus does not address God as Abba, Daddy. The broken 

relationship, the sense of abandonment, leads Jesus to call out instead, "Eli, 

Eli—my God, my God." In his darkness and pain, Jesus—like the Psalmist—

uses the ancient Hebrew word for God: El. As we noted in "A Quick Dip," El 

refers to the strong One, the One in front of, the One whom people strive to 

reach. In this awful moment, Jesus turns his face toward heaven and reaches 

up for the One who is stronger than any force in the universe. 

 

Sitting at Anna's funeral with my heart completely enveloped in the darkness 

of grief, this was the moment when I finally received my first glimmer of 

comfort and strength: not from the preacher's attempt to explain the reason 

behind Anna's death, but from his call for us to bow our heads in prayer. In 

the midst of my heartfelt loss and overwhelming sadness, when I joined 

together with my fellow-mourners to pray—to call out to God, to reach up for 

the strong One—I discovered that my Leader, my Lord, my El was standing 

right there beside me, waiting patiently to begin leading me ever so gently on 

the long journey out of that dark valley and into the distant light of a new 

day. 

 

Clearly, this is what each of us must do whenever we face personal crisis and 

loss. Instead of asking pointless questions about our circumstances—"Why 

me? Why me?" or "What if? What if?"—we should instead reach up and ask, 

"Where are you, my God, my Leader, my Strength?" Because if we will just 

ask, then we will discover that God is where he has always been—with us—

ready to wash away the pain of our brokenness and to cover us with the 

balm of his healing and wholeness. 

 
 

An Invitation: 

 
One last note, and it is an important one because it contains Jesus' invitation 

to us. If we look carefully, we will discover that within Jesus' prayer of protest 

there is also a gesture of hope. After all, if Jesus can call out to God then 

there must still be some hope that God can hear. And we can see that hope 

even more clearly when we look at the word abandoned. In the Greek, this is 

an aorist verb, and we have learned that the aorist refers to a single event 

rather than a continuing action. Even as he is dying, even as he cries out in 

protest, Jesus himself understands that God's abandonment is only 

temporary. It is but a single snap-shot existing merely for a moment in time. 

It is not an enduring action. Here we see Jesus' hope—no, his confidence—

that the cross is not God's final answer. Jesus knows that God will move 
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again. 

 

And on Easter morning, God moved. God moved Jesus from death to 

resurrection, from darkness to light, from despair to salvation. And in the 

midst of our own personal darkness, if you and I can hold on to enough hope 

to call out to God, to focus on the relationship instead of the pain, then we 

too will possess the confidence to profess that our sorrow is not God's final 

answer. God will move again. 

 

Jesus' invitation to us is clear. At life's darkest moments, he urges us to 

reach up—to reach up with hope to the strong One who abandoned what he 

loved the most so that he could always be with us. Jesus wants us to 

understand, to believe, to trust that our El, our Leader, our Lord, our Abba 

will never abandon us. He will always be with us. Always. That is our hope. It 

is our promise. It is our truth. 
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Chapter 11:  Into Your Hands 
 

 

 

Scripture: 

 
It was about noon, and darkness came over the whole land 

until three o'clock, for the sun was darkened by an eclipse. And 

the curtain of the Temple was torn in two. Then, crying out 

with a loud voice, Jesus said, "Father, into your hands I commit 

my spirit." And having said these things, he breathed his last. 
 

-Luke 23:44–46 

 

(For comparison): 
 

Into your hand I commit my spirit. 
 

-Ps 31:5a 

 
 

A Quick Dip:1 
 

Hands: When something is placed in someone's hands, that person gains 

control over that object. In this manner, hand refers to power. God's hand 

refers to God's power. In Scripture, God's hand creates, judges, and 

redeems; it liberates, assists, and sustains. Indeed, God's power is portrayed 

by what God accomplishes through the work of his hands. 

 

Commit: The Greek word translated as commit means to give something to 

another for its safekeeping. The verb form used in this passage means "I 

commit myself." Jesus is saying, "I entrust myself to your safekeeping, care, 

and protection." Furthermore, this entrusting points to the confidence that 

Jesus has in his trustee. The Hebrew word commit in Psalm 31 contains a 

similar assurance and means to put oneself under God's faithful protection. 

 

Spirit: People in Jesus' day understood the spirit to be the soul or life force 

that gave the body the ability to move and breathe. Many also believed that 

the spirit was the part of a person that survived after death.  

 
 

Reflecting: 

1 The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 174. 
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1.  What is your most valuable asset? To whom would you commit this asset 

for safekeeping? 

 

2.  Do you have a close, trusting, personal relationship with God? What could 

you do to strengthen this relationship? 

 

3.  Who or what has the greatest control over your life? 

 
 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

An Evening Prayer 
 

As a child, did you ever say that bedtime prayer: "Now I lay me down to 

sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray 

the Lord my soul to take"? My cousins always said that entire prayer every 

night at bedtime. I, on the other hand, always said just the first two 

sentences then switched to, "God bless Mommy and Daddy…" I never prayed 

the "If I should die" part. It gave me the heebie-jeebies. 

 

This childhood prayer, asking God to keep one's soul, is very similar to a 

traditional Jewish evening prayer from Jesus' day. This prayer was taken 

from Psalm 31:5, "Into your hand I commit my spirit,"2 and these are the 

words which Luke records as Jesus' last prayer. 

 

 

An Aside 
 

Whoa. Time out. In the last chapter, we read that Matthew and Mark 

recorded Jesus' cry of abandonment as his last prayer. Here Luke records 

something completely different. Why the difference? And who is right? What 

was Jesus' final prayer? 

 

All four Gospels agree that Jesus was crucified around 9:00 a.m. and died 

around 3:00 p.m. During those six hours on the cross, Jesus spoke many 

words. Different people came and went beneath the cross; they saw and 

heard different things. By the time the Gospels were written years later, 

witnesses were scattered, and although Matthew, Mark, and Luke shared 

some of the same sources, they also heard from different observers. Let us 

2 C. Maurer, "parati,qhmi, paraqh,kh, [parakataqh,kh]," TDNT 8:163. 
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thank God that we have four gospel accounts; otherwise, some of Jesus' 

words would have been lost. However, it is pointless to debate which words 

were truly Jesus' last; the important question is, what can we learn from 

each of the prayers Jesus uttered on the cross? 

 

 

Commit 
 

When drawing up our last wills and testaments, my husband and I had to 

decide what to do with the things we would leave behind after our deaths. 

Our most valuable assets—the things we cherish most deeply—are our 

children. Therefore, the most important question we faced was: to whom 

would we entrust our children for their care and protection? Of course we 

would never leave them in the custody of strangers; instead, we put them 

into the hands of those whom we knew and trusted the most, the ones who 

would love and cherish them the most, the ones who had the greatest power 

to care for and protect them. To borrow a word from Jesus' prayer, we 

committed our children to another's care in our wills. As we noted in "A Quick 

Dip," to commit something or someone means to deposit that item or person 

with another for safekeeping. When we commit, entrust, or deposit 

something with another, it is a sign of our complete trust and confidence in 

the one whom we have chosen as our trustee. 

 

However, when choosing someone to care for our children, trustworthiness 

was not the only factor my husband and I considered. We also looked 

carefully at our trustee's power and resources. We wanted to appoint 

someone with the physical health, emotional strength, and financial 

resources to care for our children. For similar reasons, we deposit money into 

our bank accounts; the bank—backed by the federal government—has the 

power to ensure the safety of our funds. 

 

Upon his death, however, Jesus left behind no last will and testament, no 

legal document. Instead, he left a prayer: "Father, into your hands I commit 

my spirit." In that prayer, Jesus placed his most valuable asset—his spirit, his 

soul, his life force—into the hands of the one he most trusted. Jesus knew 

that no one would love and cherish his spirit more than his Father, and no 

force in the universe or beyond had more power to protect it and keep it 

safe. So Jesus placed everything he had in his Daddy's hands. 

 

Jesus' prayer reveals that there is one asset I failed to include in my own 

will; I have one asset even more valuable than my children. Jesus' prayer 

urges me to ask, "Into whose care will I place the one thing that I possess 

which is eternal—my spirit?" For each one of us, this is perhaps life's most 

significant question. 
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Fear Versus Trust 
 

I remember a time when I was twelve years old. It was a late summer 

evening and I was walking to the house from the barn. We had recently lost 

a calf, and I was thinking about its death, the death of my grandmother, and 

the death of a friend's father. I worried about the death of my own parents. 

What would my life be like if something happened to them? I knew that 

eventually something would happen, and they would no longer be here. 

 

Then suddenly, like a bolt of lightning from the sky, it hit me: one day I 

would no longer be here. The reality of my own mortality frightened me so 

much that it drove me to my knees. Everything was spinning around me as 

questions, doubts, and fears raced through my mind. I quickly scrambled to 

my feet and stumbled to the house as I pushed all the questions aside. I was 

too scared to even look for answers. 

 

A decade later my uncle died unexpectedly, and the old fears returned. I was 

in college and had several religion classes under my belt. I had studied the 

Bible, read many books about God, and had heard almost a thousand 

sermons. Yet when it came to death, I was still scared senseless. I had found 

no answers. 

 

Another decade passed and found me listening to a young mother tell about 

her son's battle with leukemia. Her son and my daughter were in a 

gymnastics class together, and as we watched them play, I could not imagine 

what that mother had gone through during her son's illness. They had battled 

cancer most of his life: in and out of treatment, in and out of remission, 

enduring agonizing pain and suffering, and facing death on several occasions. 

During the worst episode, this mother told me how she had prayed to God: "I 

told God that I knew he had the wisdom and power to do what was best for 

Coleman. So I just said, 'God, I am putting my child into your hands. Do 

whatever is best for him.' And immediately a deep sense of peace came over 

me. I was ready for whatever might happen." What happened eventually was 

a bone marrow transplant that saved the child's life, but aside from the 

miracle, I was struck most deeply by this mother's prayer. How could she 

pray like that? How could she just let go of her child? She had expected 

death and was ready to accept that real possibility. I, on the other hand, 

knew that I could not have said that prayer, could not have let my daughter 

go—not even into the hands of God. I realized then that this mother was at a 

point on her faith journey which I could not yet even fathom. It is called 

trust. 

 

 

Moving from Fear to Trust 
 

How, I wondered, could I ever learn to pray like that young mother? How 
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could I learn to face my own death or the death of my family members and 

not be afraid? I think Jesus' last prayer in Luke shows each of us exactly how 

we can do this. 

 

Look back and compare Jesus' prayer in Luke 23 to the prayer from Psalm 

31. There is a slight difference between the two passages. It is just one 

word: Father. Earlier in Psalm 31, the psalmist refers to God as Lord, but in 

his dying prayer, Jesus—once again—calls God Daddy. When we hear this 

familiar word on Jesus' lips, our attention is once more directed to the close 

relationship that Jesus shares with God. As we have observed in our study, 

Jesus spent his entire life in touch with God's will and God's love. We have 

seen this connection in Jesus' work, in his teachings, in his miracles, and in 

his prayers. God is no stranger to Jesus, so at his death, we are not surprised 

to hear Jesus commit his spirit into God's hands. After all, that is exactly 

where Jesus placed his life while he walked here on this earth. 

 

If you and I want to be like Jesus, if we want to be able to trust God in life as 

well as in death, then we must work to develop a similar relationship with 

God. As I learned in college, you can study the Bible, you can attend daily 

chapel services, you can listen to preachers and teachers talk for hours and 

hours about God, but these things may not lead you to a relationship with 

God. As Jesus has shown us, that relationship can be developed only by 

spending time with God—alone and uninterrupted. If we truly seek to listen 

to God, to discover God's purpose for our daily lives, to rely upon God's 

wisdom and strength in our day-to-day struggles, then our relationship with 

him will quickly grow. So will our trust. You see, the moment when God 

ceases to be a stranger to us, our fear dissolves. At that same instant, we 

come to realize that there is no other being in the created order whom we 

can trust more. 

 

 

Hands 
 

There is another profound truth which Jesus expresses in this prayer. It has 

to do with God's hands. As we noted in "A Quick Dip," hand refers to one's 

power. We have already discussed how God's tremendous power is displayed 

both in the creation and the redemption of human life. However, hand means 

more than just the power or ability to do something. To hold something in 

one's hands means to have control over that object. So when Jesus places 

his spirit in God's hands, he is turning over the complete control of his life 

force to his Daddy. Again, looking back over the way Jesus lived his life, it is 

obvious that Jesus did not turn over control to God just at the moment of 

death. No, the Son had awarded complete control to his Father throughout 

his earthly life. 

 

This points me back to Psalm 31 and that ancient Jewish prayer. Every 
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evening, the pious Jew would pray, "Into your hand I commit my spirit." I 

have to wonder: was this also a daily prayer of Jesus? Did Jesus utter these 

words only at the end, or was he echoing a prayer that he had prayed 

throughout his life? There is no documentation to answer this question for us, 

but whether he used these words or others, it is clear that Jesus entrusted 

both the safekeeping and the control of his life into his Daddy's hands each 

and every day that he walked upon this earth. 

 

 

Control 
 

Now I find myself having circled back to life's most significant question: into 

whose hands do I commit my life force? Honestly, to whom do I daily award 

control of my life? I saw an old bumper sticker recently, and I am afraid it 

sums up the way I have lived most of my life. The sticker read: "God Is My 

Copilot." It is another one of those popular Christian sayings. However, when 

studying Jesus' prayer, I ran into a problem with this saying. This bumper 

sticker points to a basic human desire; namely, to be the pilot in one's own 

cock-pit. My desire has always been the same. This is my fantasy: I want to 

have control of my plane and my own destination. I wish to travel where I 

want and do whatever I want—until I run into trouble. Whenever things get 

out of hand, I then turn the control of the aircraft over to my copilot. Once 

God gets me out of the emergency and back on a level course, I resume 

control of the plane. It feels great to pilot your own craft knowing that you 

have such a capable copilot standing by! 

 

Well, frankly, Jesus' prayer blows this fantasy and this type of relationship 

right out of the sky. In Jesus' prayer—and in his life—God is the pilot. If I 

want to follow Jesus' example and live as he does, then I must give 

permanent control of my plane to God. And what, then, should I do? Should I 

move into the copilot's seat or the navigator's chair? I have to ask myself: 

does my plane really need a copilot or a navigator if God is its pilot? No. So I 

instead move to the back of the plane and become the steward. I live and 

work under the pilot's orders, and as I do, through both fair and foul 

weather, I trust the pilot's hands to guide me safely to the destination of his 

choosing. 

 
 

An Invitation: 

 
We opened our study of Jesus' prayers in part 3 by asking several questions: 

When we turn to God in prayer, requesting God's help for ourselves and 

bringing our own needs to God, what should we say? When we experience 

conflict, pain, and grief; when we need help making important decisions; 

when we feel lost or confused, how should we pray? We have now examined 
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several passages of Scripture where Jesus himself is the subject of his own 

prayers, and we have learned a great deal from each of these prayers. 

 

In chapters 6, 7, and 8, we found Jesus almost crushed by fear and grief. In 

Gethsemane, Jesus faced his greatest test: the choice between following 

God's plan or his own desires. Three times we heard Jesus pray, "Not my will, 

but your will be done." Jesus taught us that the best thing we can do when 

our faith and obedience are tested is to pray, to move closer to God. When 

we move closer, then we, like Jesus, will receive the courage and strength we 

need to make the right choice, the very best choice for our lives. 

 

In chapter 9, we saw Jesus standing in a crowd, becoming troubled and 

confused as he spoke about his own death. We heard Jesus pray, asking God 

to reveal his weight, his importance, his power, his glory. Immediately God 

answered, pointing to his acts of creation and redemption, reminding both 

Jesus and us of his power not only to give life, but to save life. With this 

prayer, Jesus taught us that we can ask God to bring light into our moments 

of darkness and confusion, and God will not hesitate to answer such a 

request. 

 

In chapter 10, we heard Jesus cry out from the cross, "My God, my God, why 

have you abandoned me?" In this prayer we learned that whenever we face a 

devastating personal crisis, whenever we feel hopeless and abandoned, it is 

all right to question God. However, it is important to ask the right question, 

and the right question is not, "Why is this happening to me?" but instead, 

"Where are you, my God, my Leader, and my Strength?" If we reach up for 

the One who is stronger than any other power, we will discover that we are 

not alone; for God abandoned his beloved Son so that we would never be 

alone. Emmanuel. God is with us. 

 

Now here in chapter 11, we hear the echo of what could well have been 

Jesus' daily prayer for himself, "Daddy, into your hands I commit my spirit." 

We are invited to follow Jesus' example and say this prayer for ourselves, yet 

we must realize that we cannot say these words—we will never be able to 

entrust our spirits to God—if God himself is a stranger to us. We will never be 

able turn over the control of our lives to God unless we can first understand 

the depth of God's love for us and the ultimate power which God has to care 

for us. How can we do this? How can we come to trust God as completely as 

Jesus did? The best way is to follow Jesus' own example and pray for 

ourselves. 

 

Pray. Move closer to God. Ask Jesus' Daddy to show you his power and his 

love. Ask questions—hard questions. Reach up. Do whatever it takes to 

ensure that God is not a stranger in your life. If you will seek each day to 

strengthen that relationship, then one day soon, you—like me—will find 

yourself praying in complete confidence, "Master, into your hands I entrust 
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my life." And at that moment, you—like me—will find yourself at a place on 

your journey called trust. 
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Part 4: PRAYING FOR OTHERS 
 
 

In the last two parts of our study, we will turn our attention to Jesus' prayers 

for others, or what theologians call intercessory prayers. For me, these last 

chapters on intercessory prayer are even more riveting than the previous 

chapters, because they address the questions which first launched this study: 

How should I pray for those in need? And what difference do my prayers 

make? In these chapters, I desperately want to discover: For whom does 

Jesus pray? What does he say? Can his prayers answer my questions and 

teach me how I am supposed to pray for others? 

 

So we turn to the Master's prayers of intercession, but as we do, we need to 

note some important factors. First of all, there are only four passages in the 

Gospels (two in Luke, two in John) which mention Jesus praying for others. 

Secondly, of these four passages, two are references to unrecorded prayers. 

This means that there are only two places in Scripture where we can find the 

actual words which Jesus prayed for others. The rarity of Jesus' intercessory 

prayers in the Gospels makes these treasures all the more valuable to us. 

These four passages of Scripture are indeed priceless gems to be carefully 

mined and deeply cherished. 

 

In part 4, we will examine Jesus' two intercessory prayers found in Luke's 

Gospel. The remaining two prayers are found in John. Because both of the 

Johannine prayers are placed within the same setting and contain 

grammatical phrases which are rather complex, we will examine Jesus' final 

two prayers separately in Part 5. 
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Chapter 12:  Forgive Them 
 

 

 

Scripture: 

 
And Jesus said, "Father, forgive them; surely they do not know 

what they are doing." 
 

-Luke 23:34 

 

For reference: 
 

"Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless 

those who curse you, and pray for those who abuse you." 
 

-Luke 6: 27–28 

 

 

A Quick Dip:1 

 
Forgive: In early Greek, this word meant to send off, to release, or to let go. 

Many different release images later developed from this early meaning. We 

will focus upon three of these: a banking image, a legal image, and a physical 

image. First, the banking image. Financially, to forgive means to cancel, 

remit, or pardon a debt or loan that is owed. Imagine burning a mortgage 

note before the debt has been paid. The legal image is similar. To forgive 

someone in a court of law means releasing a convicted prisoner from his or 

her deserved penalty. The chains are removed, the prison door is unlocked, 

and the inmate walks free. The final image is quite literal. In one sense, to 

forgive means to send off, to launch, or to hurl an object. Imagine an 

Olympian releasing a javelin across a field or NASA launching a rocket into 

outer space. In this image, forgiveness becomes a physical action of 

forcefully sending some object as far away as possible. 

 

Surely: It is important that we not mistranslate this small but important 

word surely as because. This is not a cause and effect statement ("Forgive 

them because they don't know what they are doing"). The word surely is 

used here for emphasis; it expresses an emotional observation rather than a 

logical train of thought.  

 

Know: The Greek word here means to know or understand someone or 

something as a result of having had direct contact with that person or thing. 

As stated before, this knowledge does not come from an third source such as 

1 The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 174. 
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a book, a news report, or another person's testimony. This type of knowledge 

is based on one's personal experience. 

 

Doing: The Greek word used here is poieo and it refers to what those 

surrounding Jesus at the cross are doing (e.g., murdering, mocking). There 

are two other similar Greek words that can be translated as doing. Both 

words contain this root word poieo. The first word is agathopoieo which 

means to do good. The second is kakopoieo which means to do evil. By using 

poieo instead of kakopoieo (which we would expect the gospel writer to use 

in this setting), Luke points to Jesus' unwillingness to judge the actions of 

others. 

 

 

Reflecting: 
 

1.  Who are your enemies? Who are the people who most cruelly abuse you? 

How would you describe your relationship with these people? Do you love 

them, do good to them, bless them, and pray for them, as Jesus 

instructed us? How might such actions affect these relationships? 

 

2.  What exactly does forgiveness mean in this passage? To which release 

image do you suppose Jesus is referring when he prays, "Forgive them"? 

 

3.  Who exactly are Jesus' enemies at the cross?  For whom is he praying? 

What exactly are these people doing to Jesus? What is it that they do not 

know? 

 

4.  Do you think you can really forgive those who hurt and abuse you? 

 
 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

For Whom Does Jesus Pray? 
 

One of the first lessons Jesus teaches about intercessory prayer strikes me 

with a jolt. It has to do with the subject of my prayers. You see, when I take 

the time to pray for others, I am usually concerned about praying for my 

family and friends. Oh, sometimes I pray for acquaintances whose special 

prayer requests were reported at church or through mutual friends. And 

whenever a world crisis occurs—like a hurricane, war, or famine—I will pray 

for the victims who are total strangers to me. However, in Luke 6, Jesus 

instructs me to pray for a special group of people: my enemies. Why—and 

how—should I pray for people who hurt me? Why indeed? Because this is 

what Jesus taught us to do. And how? By following his own example from the 
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cross. 

 

Jesus was surrounded by his enemies. The religious leaders, wayward crowd, 

and Roman soldiers had mocked, bludgeoned, spat upon, and cursed Jesus. 

After a sham trial and near riot, they dragged the man and his cross up a hill, 

drove in the nails, and hoisted the beaten body up on a scaffold of suffering 

and death. It is hard to imagine anyone more cruelly abused. Yet, in the 

midst of this horrible persecution, the first words we hear from Jesus' lips 

are, "Father, forgive them; surely they do not understand what they are 

doing." So, from the cross, Jesus gives us a living—or should we say dying—

example of how we should pray for our enemies. The lesson seems simple: 

"Forgive them." But it is not a simple lesson and it is not an easy prayer to 

pray. 

 

 

Personal Confessions 
 

Okay, I'll admit it. Forgiveness is not one of my stronger suits. To be 

perfectly honest, I have enough trouble forgiving a family member who 

harms me unintentionally and apologizes sincerely. But to forgive an 

enemy—someone who hates me and who intentionally chooses to hurt and 

abuse me, someone who refuses to apologize to me—how could I ever 

forgive someone like that? 

 

When I read the Gospels, I imagine myself standing at the foot of Jesus' 

cross and looking into the faces of those gathered around him—those 

mocking, murdering, malicious faces whose eyes dance in delight each time 

Jesus groans in anguish. And as I look into those faces, my heart fills with 

hatred. Yet Jesus looks into those same faces, into those gleaming, dancing, 

delighted eyes, and as his blood drips to the ground he prays, "Forgive 

them." How can he say that? And how could he ever expect me to be able to 

say that? In my heart, I honestly do not think such a prayer is humanly 

possible. At least not for this human. 

 

I have struggled and struggled with this prayer. I think my difficulty stems 

from my own deep-seated devotion to a sense of justice and fairness. I read 

an article several years ago about one of those tragic school shootings. A 

disturbed young man had walked into a school with a gun and killed several 

classmates and a teacher. The next day, a sign was planted by the school 

with a message for the killer: "We forgive you." The writer of the article 

expressed a sense of outrage at the sign, claiming that to forgive too quickly 

and easily cheapens the lost lives of the innocent and mocks at the deep pain 

and suffering of the remaining victims and family members. I agreed with 

this writer. I could see a murderer reading that sign and thinking, "I'm not 

responsible for what I've done. I myself am a victim of society. I'm off the 

hook. I could kill again tomorrow and not be held accountable for my 
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actions." Such cheap grace flies in the face of justice. It brings more pain to 

those victims who have already suffered tremendously. It grates against 

society's sense of fairness and what is right. It even leaves the casual 

bystander—me—deeply troubled. 

 

But then I look up. I see Jesus hanging on the cross with those words of 

forgiveness on his lips and I wonder, "Am I missing something? What does 

Jesus mean when he prays, 'Forgive them'?" 

 

 

Forgive 
 

To help us better understand what Jesus meant when he prayed, let us take 

a closer look at the Greek word translated as forgive. As we learned in "A 

Quick Dip," the early meaning of this word was to send off or to release. By 

the time the Gospels were written, forgive brought several release images to 

mind. Let's revisit these. 

 

Canceling the debt. The first release image presented in "A Quick Dip" was 

the banking image. Viewing forgiveness as canceling or pardoning (releasing 

a person from) a debt or a loan is certainly an image that we can relate to 

today. How would you react if your lender told you, "I'm canceling your debt. 

You don't have to make any more payments on your house (or car, or 

furniture, or college education). It's all yours, free and clear." Wouldn't that 

be a tremendous release? 

 

This banking image of debt and pardon highlights a major concept regarding 

sin and forgiveness. That is: sin carries a cost. We must not misunderstand. 

Canceling a debt does not mean that the cost magically disappears. The cost 

still exists. The price must still be paid. If the bank cancels your loan, the 

bank absorbs the debt. The bank pays the price. Forgiveness, as we see, can 

be an expensive gift. 

 

The legal image. This concept of the cost of sin is supported by the legal 

mandates of the Old Testament. According to Exodus 21:23-25, a guilty 

person was expected to pay for the cost of an eye with an eye, a tooth with a 

tooth, a life with a life. This sounds barbaric, yet in our own civil court system 

today, many people spend huge sums of time and money on lawsuits trying 

to ensure that others pay for their sins. When someone has been harmed in 

our society, he or she expects to be paid for it in full. 

 

Using this image, we see that—in legal terms—to forgive means to release a 

convicted person from his or her deserved punishment, whether that 

punishment be payment of a fine, time spent behind bars, or the ultimate 

penalty: death. To forgive is not a stay of execution; it is a full pardon—

complete freedom from all deserved penalties. Being a fair-minded person, 
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this is the point where I become troubled. I look at it this way: if sin carries a 

cost, then whenever I forgive someone, it means that I pay the price for their 

offense. Financially, I pay the debt owed to me. Legally, if someone harms 

me—say someone damages my property—I pay for the damages while the 

perpetrator goes scot free. If physical or emotional harm is done, I absorb 

that cost as well, paying for medical bills or counseling services, not to 

mention pain and suffering. In legal terms, forgiveness means that the victim 

pays twice. It looks like a double injustice, and as I said before, it goes 

against what seems to be right and fair. Yes indeed, this release image 

makes me very uncomfortable. 

 

Hurling the sin. There is a third release image that comes from the word 

forgive: it means to release or hurl an object away from oneself—be it a ball, 

a javelin, or even a missile. I have tried to imagine myself hurling someone's 

sin away from me, placing that sin on a giant catapult and launching it out of 

sight. Such an image brings to mind that old adage, "Forgive and forget." I 

wonder, is this what Jesus wants us to do when he instructs us to forgive 

others: to catapult people's sins so far away that those sins are completely 

forgotten? I don't think so. First of all, it cannot be done. Unless—God 

forbid—we develop an illness such as amnesia or Alzheimer's, we cannot 

forget the past. God did not design us with delete buttons for our brains. 

Secondly, if we look at Jesus' post-resurrection appearances, we see that 

Jesus himself did not forget the sins people had committed against him. 

Jesus did not forget Peter's triple denial. In John 21, Jesus asked Peter three 

times, "Do you love me?"; three times Peter hung his head and murmured, 

"Yes, Lord." Jesus also remembered the crucifixion. He showed Thomas the 

scars (John 20). So if Jesus didn't forget—if he didn't hurl the memory of the 

sins committed against him—what did he hurl? 

 

He hurled the pain. When Jesus appears to the disciples after the 

resurrection, he is not wearing his pain on his sleeve. Even when he is 

hanging on the cross, we see no anger, no bitterness, no smoldering 

resentment. Indeed, when Jesus shows his scars to Thomas he says, "Peace 

be with you." 

 

Think of a time from your past when someone sinned against you. When you 

recall that person's sin, what feelings accompany the memory? Be honest. Do 

you still feel twinges of anger, bitterness, or pain? Or can you recall the sin 

with a sense of peace in your heart? 

 

My husband tells a story from his childhood. One summer evening he and his 

sister were playing kickball in the backyard. The competition was fierce and 

the game was close, but my husband finally got the best of his sister and 

scored a big run. Angry and frustrated, his sister grabbed the ball, screamed 

she wasn't playing any more, and threw the ball into the briar patch. As she 

stomped off toward the house, rage seized my husband. He says he streaked 
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barefooted into the briar patch, scooped up the ball, and tore across the 

yard. As his sister neared the back door, he cut loose and hurled the ball 

right at her head. Fortunately for her, she ducked inside the door. 

Unfortunately for him, the door was made of glass and was shattered by the 

ball. 

 

I share this story because it illustrates clearly how we often hurl the pain and 

anger we experience from another's sin. I know that I am just like my 

husband: when people sin against me, I most often grab the sin and hurl it 

right back towards them. I want to hurt them the way they have hurt me. I 

hold onto the pain and the anger because it gives me a rush of adrenalin, 

making me feel a surge of power and boldness. However, this is not the 

direction in which God desires us to hurl our pain. This is not the example 

Jesus sets before us. As we said before, when we search Jesus' battered 

face, we find no animosity, no sullenness, no resentment. There is instead a 

serene calmness in his eyes. Yes, Jesus had absorbed the cost. Jesus had 

paid the price. And somehow he had hurled the pain. But how? 

 

 

Father, Forgive Them 
 

When searching for an answer to this question, I turned again to Jesus' 

prayer. These words are so familiar to me that I had to make myself stop and 

look at them with fresh eyes. When I did, I was struck most deeply by what 

Jesus did not say. He did not pray, "Father, I forgive these people," or 

"Father, let us forgive them." The verb is a second person singular 

imperative: you. "Father, you forgive them." Why did Jesus say you instead 

of I? 

 

Jesus says, "You forgive," because this verb form reminds us of what we 

often forget when someone hurts us: namely, that sin is a double-edged 

sword. Anytime someone hurts another human being, he or she is also 

hurting God. A sin against another is also a sin against God. If you do 

something that damages your relationship with another person, you also 

damage your relationship with God. 

 

I believe that most of us see our relationships as two-dimensional. My 

relationship with you involves just two people—me and you. Yet in this 

prayer, Jesus teaches us to see our relationships as they really are: three-

dimensional. My relationship with you involves three persons—me, you, and 

God. The way we relate to others directly impacts our relationship with God, 

and likewise, the way we relate to God dramatically influences our 

relationships with others. 

 

Jesus sees relationships in 3-D. Hanging on the cross, Jesus understands that 

there are two ways of looking at what is happening around him. Jesus can 
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focus on what his enemies are doing to him. He can measure his own cost, 

his own pain. He can focus on the damage being done to his relationship with 

these people. Or Jesus can focus on what these people are doing to God. He 

can instead measure his Father's cost, his Father's pain. You see, Jesus 

understands clearly that when these people are using the cross to try to 

destroy their relationship with him, in reality they are in danger of destroying 

their relationship with God. 

 

At this critical moment, Jesus makes a choice. Instead of looking into the 

faces around him and seeing abusive enemies who deserve to die, Jesus 

chooses instead to see brothers and sisters who are in desperate need of a 

loving relationship with their Daddy. This is why Jesus prays, "Daddy, you 

forgive them," because this is the critical relationship. This is the debt that 

most greatly needs to be cancelled. This is the damage that most greatly 

needs to be absorbed. This is the relationship which must be restored first. 

All other relationships, all other debts are secondary in comparison. 

 

It is this choice—and this three-dimensional focus—that serves as the 

catapult by which Jesus hurls his own pain. You see, Jesus is so concerned 

about the relationship between God and these people that he overlooks his 

own condition. It reminds me of a story I once heard about a soldier who 

rushed to get his injured comrade to medical personnel in the field. Once 

there, the medic pointed to a gaping wound in the soldier's own leg. This 

soldier had been so concerned about his friend's injury that he had failed to 

notice his own wound. 

 

It is this very attitude of selfless love which we hear in Jesus' prayer from the 

cross. There Jesus is able to hurl his own pain and brokenness because he 

has chosen to focus on something larger than himself. And do you know 

what? You and I can pray this same prayer. Whenever someone says 

something or does something that hurts us, we too have a choice. In our 

normal 2-D fashion, we can focus on our own pain and bewail the damage 

done to our own relationship. We can look into the offender's face and see an 

enemy—even if the enemy is a spouse, a friend, a parent, or a child. Or we 

can adopt Jesus' 3-D vision and focus instead on the damage being done to 

this person's relationship with God. Remembering how much God loves this 

brother or sister and knowing how much this person needs to feel that love, 

we can set aside our own concerns and pray for God to forgive this person 

and to restore the relationship between Father and child. Because when this 

primary relationship is restored, all other secondary relationships will fall into 

place. 

 

 

"They Do Not Know" 
 

Again with fresh eyes, I turned to the second part of Jesus' prayer: "Surely," 
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Jesus says, "these people cannot possibly know what they are doing." This 

statement has never made any sense to me. In fact, it always seemed like 

some kind of lame excuse for these people's actions. I mean, how can Jesus 

say that these people at the cross do not know what they are doing? Of 

course they know what they are doing: they are murdering an innocent man 

because he claims to be the Son of God. They drive in the nails. They mock. 

They jeer. They seek to destroy their enemy by the cruelest means available. 

They know exactly what they are doing. So why does Jesus say, "Surely they 

do not know—see, understand, realize from personal experience"? What do 

they not see? What do they not understand? What have they failed to know, 

to experience in a personal way? 

 

Many things. 

 

It is clear from their actions at the cross that these people have no personal 

understanding of who Jesus really is, of how much God loves him, or of his 

saving purpose in the world. They have failed to understand Jesus' teachings, 

they have turned a blind eye to his miracles, they have not understood his 

relationship with God. They have failed to see the Father in the Son. They 

think they are executing a man. They do not realize that they are trying to 

destroy the living God. 

 

The priests who wag their heads at the cross think that they are looking at an 

instrument of shameful death. They do not know that they are viewing the 

altar of a perfect sacrifice. The Romans think that they are eliminating a 

troublemaker. They do not understand that they are lifting up a Savior. The 

crowd of scorners think that they are watching a guilty man receive his 

deserved punishment. They cannot see that the guilt flowing from his wounds 

is their own. 

 

No, these people at the cross cannot see, they cannot understand all that 

they are doing. And what about the people who sin against me? What about 

the people who hurt you? Can they see? Do they understand? Maybe they 

can see that they are hurting me; maybe they even feel some satisfaction in 

the pain that they are inflicting upon you. But can they see the pain that they 

are inflicting upon God? Do they understand the damage they are doing to 

that relationship? No. No more than you and I can fully understand the 

damage we inflict when we sin against any of God's children. 

 

Jesus says, "They do not see," because Jesus understands the extent to 

which sin blinds each one of us to our actions. Jesus knows that sin blinds 

our vision and sin binds our understanding so tightly that we cannot 

experience the personal, loving relationship our Daddy desires for us. It is 

like being caught in a web that we cannot see. Yet Jesus also knows that 

God's grace and mercy can forgive us—release us—from the tangled grip of 

our sins. So when he prays this prayer, Jesus is really saying, "Father, they 
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do not know; they cannot see. They are bound and they are blind. Release 

them. Set them free." 

 

And this is the real meaning behind forgive. It is not about me letting 

someone off the hook or you paying double when you are wronged. It is 

about looking up and asking God to save someone who is trapped in a web 

he cannot see and cannot escape, someone who will surely die if God himself 

does not move to save him. You cannot save him. I cannot save him. There 

is only one hope. So we lift our eyes to heaven and pray, "Daddy, release 

him." And it is God—not you nor I—who absorbs the damage. God pays the 

price. It costs him his Son. But the grip of sin is broken. And our brother is 

set free. 

 

 

An Invitation: 
 

Through this prayer on the cross, Jesus invites us to pray for our enemies, to 

intercede for the people who hate and hurt us. Actually, according to Jesus' 

teaching in Luke 6, it is not just an invitation. It is a commandment: "Pray for 

those who abuse you." 

 

So, who is your worst enemy? Who causes you the most pain and suffering? 

Whenever you picture this person in your mind, what feelings stir within your 

heart? Just how much damage has really been done to your relationship with 

this person? Jesus wants you and me to go to our solitary places and take 

these images and feelings with us. There in the Master's presence, he wants 

us to answer a few more questions: How badly does this person need a 

loving relationship with God? What kind of damage has this person done to 

that relationship? How much pain has this person caused God to suffer? Can 

you see the web? Can you see the tangle? Can you see death in the corner, 

ready to pounce? Jesus wants us to pray, asking for forgiveness—for our 

enemy's release, for our enemy's salvation. But why? After all, if God wants 

to save someone, God doesn't need our permission nor our prompting. What 

difference does it make whether or not we pray for God to release our 

enemy? 

 

Why, indeed, should we pray? Because our relationships are 3-D. Our 

relationship with our enemy affects our relationship with God. There is 

absolutely no way that we can be close to God if we harbor hatred for one of 

his sons or daughters. Remember, hatred and God are opposite poles. So, 

how can our prayer for forgiveness make a difference? It can make a 

tremendous difference in our own hearts. Through such a prayer, we allow 

God to come into our relationships and heal the brokenness; we allow God to 

pay the price and remove the pain. We allow God to move us toward the day 

when we can stand in front of our enemy, show him or her our scars, and 

say, "Peace be with you." Who knows? Perhaps our enemy will be reshaped 
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into a brother or sister. Yet even if an enemy turns away or strikes out at us 

again, we have still gained something from our prayer. We have gained a 

sense of peace. We have felt the tug of love. And we have moved closer to 

our Master's arms. 

 

So, let us obey our Master's command. Let us give him a chance to show us 

what he can do if we will open our hearts and let him come into these 

relationships. Let us follow Jesus' example today and offer a prayer of 

forgiveness for our enemy. 
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Chapter 13:  Jesus' Prayer For Peter 
 
 

 

Scripture: 

 
And the Lord said, "Simon, Simon, listen carefully! Satan 

demanded to have you all [the disciples] in order to sift you all 

like wheat. But I have urgently pleaded [with my Daddy] for you 

[Peter] so that your faith may not fail completely; and when once 

you have turned back, strengthen your brothers." And Peter said 

to Jesus, "Lord, I am ready to go with you both to prison and to 

death!" And Jesus said, "I tell you, Peter, the rooster will not 

crow today before you deny three times that you know me."  
 

-Luke 22:31–34 

 
 

A Quick Dip:1 
 

Listen carefully: In this passage, we encounter a funny little Greek word 

that is used to grab someone's attention: idou. We have no single English 

word that contains the same force of idou, which means, "Pay attention! 

Listen carefully! What I am about to say is very important!" 

 

Satan: In this passage, Satan is portrayed as the accuser. As in the book of 

Job, Satan desires to reveal human guilt to God by bringing to light a 

person's sins and shortcomings. 

 

Demanded to have: This particular Greek word is difficult to translate 

because its meaning is complex. The verb means that Satan demanded to 

have the disciples for a trial period and that his demand met with success. In 

other words, God granted his permission for the testing. Please note that, 

once again, this is an aorist verb denoting a one-time event: Satan could 

only have the disciples for this one moment in time. 

 

Sift: There were two types of sifting in Bible times. A large sieve was used to 

separate the chaff from the wheat; a smaller sieve was used to sift impurities 

from the finer grain. The appropriate sifting image for this passage, in my 

opinion, is the second image. Satan is not separating chaff from wheat, as 

John the Baptist described in Luke 3:17. No, the sifting here is much more 

refined; the impurities sought at this point in time are hidden within the 

1 The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 175. 
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midst of some of God's finest grain. 

 

Urgently pleaded: The Greek word used in this passage originally meant to 

be in need of. Over time, this word developed the meaning to petition (in a 

way which involves the idea of urgent need), or more simply, to beg.  Most 

translations of this text record Jesus telling Peter, "I have prayed for you," 

but as we see, this translation fails to capture the urgency of Jesus' petition 

which really means: "I have begged for my Daddy to give you what you so 

desperately need." 

 

Faith: Faith includes many layers of meaning: belief, obedience, trust, hope, 

the ability to remain loyal, and—most importantly—an acceptance of Jesus as 

the Christ. 

 

Fail completely: The Greek word here is ekleipo, and our English word 

eclipse comes from this verb. Besides referring to a total eclipse of the sun or 

moon, ekleipo contains several additional meanings. It can mean to cease 

completely, or to die out, as when a species dies out. It can also refer to 

money, as in "when the money runs out." In each of these examples—light, 

life, or money—the eclipse, the destruction, or the wiping out referred to is 

complete. Nothing remains during a total ekleipo. 

 

Turned back: This word can mean to twist, turn around, or to change one's 

course of action. When someone turns back, she leaves the old behind and 

moves in a new direction. However, this movement is not haphazard; it 

involves a deliberate turning towards something or someone. Theologically, 

to turn means to intentionally change one's relationship with God for the 

better. 

 

Strengthen: This Greek word offers some concrete images. To strengthen 

can mean to physically take something or someone in hand and turn it firmly 

in a certain direction. A good example of this is when one stakes up a vine. 

After the staking, the vine grows upright rather than sprawls all over the 

ground. My favorite image of strengthening, however, is that of setting a 

post in concrete. 

 
 

Reflecting: 
 

1.  When you pray for a loved one who is facing a personal crisis, what do 

you say? 

 

2.  When Jesus urgently pleads for Peter, what is his request? How does 

Jesus' prayer for Peter compare with your prayers for your loved ones? 

 

3.  What happened when Jesus prayed for Peter? What happens when we 
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pray for others? Do our prayers really make a difference? If so, how? 

 
 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

Loved Ones in Crisis 
 

Imagine. Someone you love is facing a crisis. You feel as though you are 

standing beside a lake. Looking out, you can see a storm brewing in the 

distance, and your loved one is sailing directly toward the darkest cloud. To 

make matters worse, you know that there is neither an anchor nor a paddle 

in the boat, and the person you care for so deeply has simply refused to wear 

a life vest. The wind picks up; you hear thunder in the distance. You know 

what's coming. What are you going to do? 

 

Jesus faced a similar situation with one of his dearest friends. It was the 

night before his death, and he was in the upper room with his disciples. After 

instituting the sacrament of the Lord's Supper, Jesus predicted his betrayal 

by one of the chosen Twelve. Immediately the disciples began to discuss who 

this might be, and the discussion soon escalated into an argument over who 

was the greatest. Jesus had to interrupt and chastise his followers with a 

lesson about true greatness. He then turned to express his grave concern for 

one of his closest friends, Simon Peter. 

 

 

Understanding Peter 
 

Have you ever wondered what was really happening in the upper room that 

evening? And concerning this passage in particular, what was going on 

between Jesus and Peter? According to Luke 5:1-11, the relationship 

between Jesus and Simon Peter began at the lakeshore where Jesus used 

Peter's boat as an offshore pulpit. You know the story: When the lesson 

ended, Jesus told Peter to put into the deep for a catch. Tired from a luckless 

all-nighter and sure that the fish were on the bottom of the lake escaping the 

heat of the day, Peter only reluctantly obeyed. Yet, as the miraculous catch 

filled the boat,  Peter fell to his knees amidst all of those flopping fish and 

implored, "Leave me, Lord, for I am a sinful man." Yes, the relationship 

began with Peter on his knees, humbly confessing his unworthiness to remain 

in Jesus' presence. 

 

However, as Luke's Gospel unfolds, we see a shift in this relationship. Named 

as one of the Twelve and then included as a member of Jesus' most intimate 
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circle,2 Peter grew ever bolder. Always the first to answer Jesus' questions3 

and unafraid to blurt out any opinion or idea,4 Peter emerges in this gospel 

story as the confident leader of Jesus' band of followers. However, the best 

illustration of Peter's transformation from a penitent sinner to a poised pupil 

can be found in Luke 18:28. Jesus had just encountered the rich young ruler 

and commented that it would be easier for a camel to go through the eye of 

a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of God. Those around 

Jesus responded, "Then who can be saved?" but Peter piped up, "Look, we 

have left our homes and followed you." At that moment, boldness turned into 

boasting, and we must ask ourselves, "Whatever happened to that humble 

man who once knelt in that boatload of fish?" 

 

So now we return to the upper room where we hear Jesus predict his own 

suffering, death, and betrayal. Treachery sits at this very table. As the 

disciples begin to discuss among themselves who the betrayer might be, 

somehow their concern for Jesus' upcoming tribulation turns into an 

argument—not over which disciple is the traitor, but over which disciple is the 

greatest. And, understanding Peter, I think it is highly probable that he was 

the one who started the argument. In my imagination, I can see Andrew 

turning to Peter in the midst of the buzz and asking, "Is it you?  Are you the 

betrayer?" And I also imagine Peter's blistering response, "Who, me betray 

Jesus? Are you crazy? I'm not the traitor; I'm the Rock! Jesus said so 

himself. Listen, when Jesus came down from the mountain that morning with 

the list of the twelve apostles, whose name did he call out first? Mine! I was 

his number one pick! And who was the first one to confess Jesus to be the 

Christ? Me, of course! No, I'm not the traitor of this group, I am the greatest 

in this group, and you should know that, Andrew…" 

 

 

The Sifting 
 

As that argument unfolded around that table, Jesus listened to his friend 

Simon Peter, and Jesus watched those ever-darkening clouds that had been 

brewing in the distance for some time. Jesus already knew exactly what was 

coming for Peter. Before this gathering, out in some lonely place—perhaps 

even in the garden of Gethsemane—Jesus had spoken with his Daddy about 

Peter and the other disciples. During that private prayer time, God had 

revealed heavenly and earthly events to his Son. Reminiscent of the book of 

Job, we see Satan standing before God and demanding his best—the 

2 See Luke 8:51 and 9:28. Only Peter, James, and John were permitted to witness the resurrection of Jairus's 

daughter and Jesus' transfiguration. 
3 See Luke 8:45, where Peter is the one to answer Jesus' question, "Who touched me?" and 9:20, where he 

is again the first to respond to Jesus' question, "Who do you say that I am?" 
4 See Luke 9:33. At the transfiguration, upon awakening to the sight of Moses and Elijah standing with the 

glorified Jesus, Peter blurts out, "Master, it is good that we are here; let us make three booths…" 
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Twelve—so that he could sift them like wheat. As the accuser, it is Satan's 

job (and his pleasure) to find the worst in people and reveal this to God. 

Sifting is a good image to use here. Whenever I make bread, I always sift my 

flour in order to remove any lumps or impurities. After the sifting, I am 

always left with the bad stuff staring up at me from the sieve. This was what 

Satan wanted to do, to sift the disciples so that all of their bad lumps would 

be brought to light. When Satan had finished, the disciples' guilt and 

shortcomings would be staring them in the face. 

 

God revealed this demand to Jesus, and God revealed the lumps that Satan 

would find: the betrayal, the denial, the abandonment, the failure, the lack of 

courage and loyalty. Jesus could see the guilt, and Jesus knew that although 

such a harsh revelation would be painful for all of his followers, it would be 

particularly devastating for Peter. What would this impetuous disciple do 

when he saw all of those horrible lumps of failure? Could Peter have ended up 

like Judas, with a noose around his neck? 

 

Yet there he sat—voice rising, face reddening, fist pounding the table—the 

force of his temper adding bluster to the stormy dispute. Totally self-

absorbed and bent on a campaign of self-promotion, Peter had become 

unplugged, adrift, completely disconnected from his power source. Yes, Jesus 

could see that his friend was sailing into trouble with no anchor, no paddle, 

and no life vest. So, what did Jesus do? Jesus said, "Idou," asking for Peter's 

undivided attention.  Then Jesus told Peter about his private prayer. 

 

 

Jesus' Prayer 
 

What does Jesus say to his friend in crisis? First, Jesus reveals to Peter what 

God has already revealed to him: that the disciples are about to be sifted by 

Satan. Jesus wants Peter to know that a difficult test is coming and that the 

test is not from God. The waves that lie ahead will come from the devil 

himself. It is important for Peter to understand that it is not God who will be 

stirring the sea. Next, Jesus tells Peter, "I have urgently pleaded for you." In 

the Greek, this word pleaded invokes an image of a humble beggar: lowly, 

powerless, in desperate need, and completely at the mercy of the giver. Luke 

uses this same word to describe the request of the leper who begs Jesus, 

"Make me clean," (5:12) and the desperate father who pleads for Jesus to 

help his demon-tormented son (9:38). Both the leper and the father have 

urgent requests, both are completely powerless in their sufferings, and both 

beg unashamedly for Jesus to meet their needs. 

 

In an aside, it is important to note that Jesus immediately responds to these 

desperate needs, but not by turning to God in prayer. Jesus heals the leper; 

Jesus casts out the demon. You see, Jesus does not ask God to meet these 

urgent needs because he knows that God has already given him the power to 
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meet these needs himself. This raises several important questions for me: 

Whenever I see someone in need, do I pray for God's help when God has 

already given me the power to help this person myself? Do I ask God to feed 

a hungry person when I have food to share? Do I ask God to comfort 

someone whom I could visit? Do I ask God to change something in my 

family, church, or community when I have not lifted one finger for that 

cause? It is important to understand that Jesus never asks God to carry out 

the work which God has set before him to do. And neither should I. 

 

 

Praying for Peter 
 

Here in Luke 22, however, we see Jesus on his knees before his Father, 

pleading urgently for a beloved disciple who is about to face his greatest 

challenge. During this sifting, Jesus will not be with Peter; he will not be able 

to help his friend. So Jesus turns and begs for his Daddy to help Peter in his 

stead. Although we do not have Jesus' exact words, Jesus indicates that the 

purpose of his prayer—the desire behind the request—is that Peter's faith 

would not completely fail. Jesus' prayer must have sounded something like 

this: "Daddy, please help Peter. During this sifting, don't let his faith be 

totally eclipsed." 

 

If this indeed was Jesus' request, then I must confess that this is not the 

prayer I would expect to hear. I mean, if Peter were my friend, I would not 

have prayed, "Don't let his faith fail"; I would have prayed, "Don't let Satan 

sift him." I don't know about you, but when I pray for people, I try to pray 

away the hardships, difficulties, trials, and painful events which they are 

facing. However, Jesus does not pray like this. Unlike me, Jesus does not use 

prayer in an attempt to change the circumstances surrounding his friend. 

Jesus does not use his intercessory prayer to try to control God's actions—to 

try to make God change his mind and refuse Satan's request.5 Jesus does not 

even use this prayer to try to control Satan’s actions—to thwart Satan's test. 

Why not? Why doesn't Jesus pray in order to stop the sifting? 

 

Because Peter needed sifting. So did the others. Think about Peter, arguing 

at that table. Jesus saw the brashness, the overconfidence, the self-

dependence, and Jesus understood that if Peter was to become the leader—

the servant leader—that Jesus wanted him to be, then Peter needed sifting. 

He needed to see his own lack of greatness. Peter needed to see the truth, to 

have his failures and frailties revealed right under his nose. Indeed, all of the 

disciples needed to see their shortcomings and be humbled to the servant 

5 Indeed, Jesus never uses any prayer in an attempt to control or change God. Why not? Because Jesus' 

prayers reflect his teachings. Jesus taught us that God is perfect. If this is true, why would Jesus— and why 

would you or I— use prayer to try to change God? What exactly would we want to change? 
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status that would make them the truly great apostles which they were to 

become. 

 

Yes, Jesus understood that Peter needed to be sifted, but Jesus also knew 

that in that sifting Peter's faith would be shaken to its very core—choked by 

the grip of fear, eclipsed by the darkness of his own doubt. Indeed, Jesus 

saw the need and Jesus begged—but look again at Jesus' prayer. For what 

does he ask? Again, not for what I expect. If it were me, I would have asked 

for a brilliant burst of faith to totally overpower the darkness of Peter's doubt. 

But not Jesus. Jesus pleaded, not for a blinding flash, but for a glimmer—for 

one tiny pinprick of light to prevent a total eclipse of Peter's faith. Just a 

glimmer. Remember Jesus' prayer when he fed the 5000? Once again, we 

discover that Jesus never asks for more than what those around him really 

need. My prayers of intercession should be the same. 

 

 

Peter’s Response 
 

How does Peter respond upon hearing about Satan's demand and Jesus' 

prayer? Peter blurts out a bold declaration: "Lord, I am ready to go with you 

both to prison and to death!" For me, these words have always sounded like 

a statement of loyalty, but let's look at them again. Now knowing the 

dynamics of the upper room, we can almost read Peter's mind: "Jesus has 

prayed for my faith? This is the last straw! If he's worried about someone's 

faith and loyalty, he should be praying for Matthew, or Thaddeus, or Thomas. 

I’m not worried about Satan; let him sift all he wants. I'm the Rock! I have 

all the faith I need!" And Peter's verbal response to Jesus is like a slap in the 

face. When Peter exclaims, "I am ready to go to prison with you…," he is 

really saying, "I don't need your prayers." Peter is truly blind to his own 

need. There is no life vest in his boat. 

 

It appears that Jesus' prayer had no impact on his friend. And I myself feel 

completely at a loss. I mean, if Jesus didn't try to stop Satan's sifting and if 

Jesus' prayers failed to bring about any change in Peter's attitude, then why 

did Jesus even bother to pray? What did Jesus expect to achieve from this 

prayer? And what can you and I ever hope to accomplish by praying for our 

friends? 

 

 

Why Pray? 
 

Why, indeed, does Jesus pray, and why does he choose to pray in this 

manner? This is a critical question for us. We have already seen what Jesus 

does not do. Jesus does not use intercessory prayer as an instrument to 

control; he does not use prayer as a lever, crowbar, or prod in order to 

forcibly get something that he wants. No, in all of the passages we have 
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studied thus far, Jesus has always used prayer as an instrument to 

strengthen: to strengthen both his own and others' relationships with his 

Daddy. And here in this passage, Jesus uses intercessory prayer in the same 

way—to strengthen Peter's relationship with God. 

 

How does Jesus do this? And does it work? When Jesus sees Peter's 

blindness and bullheadedness, when Jesus realizes that his stubborn disciple 

will not plug in and will refuse to move closer, Jesus gets down on his knees 

and he prays for Peter the prayer which Peter himself should have been 

praying. He begs for what Peter himself should have been begging. Then, 

when the time is right, he tells Peter about the prayer. Jesus uses his prayer 

of intercession, not as a lever or crowbar, but as a model, an example, a 

blueprint for Peter to follow. 

 

In this prayer, Jesus models three things for his disciple. First, he 

demonstrates a proper attitude. Jesus gets down on his knees. This attitude 

of humble begging stands in sharp contrast to Peter's self-confident boasting. 

It serves as an example of lowliness, powerlessness, and complete 

dependence bowing before the feet of the all-powerful God. In this prayer 

Jesus teaches Peter—and the rest of us—that we should not attempt to face 

the trials of life alone. It is foolish to place our confidence in ourselves. Our 

boats are small. The storm is merciless. Life is fragile. We are going to need 

help. When Peter jumps into his boat and shoves off, defiantly watching the 

lakeshore, Jesus meekly reaches out and straps on a life vest. Jesus models 

for Peter how, in times of need, we should humbly reach for a Power who is 

infinitely greater than ourselves. 

 

Secondly, in his prayer, Jesus models a proper request. In contrast to Satan's 

bold, large-scale demands, Jesus humbly petitions for the one small thing 

needed for Peter's spiritual survival. Jesus presents no eloquent, flashy, 

show-stopping requests; we have no sense of Jesus stepping up to the 

prayer plate in order to score a big run against Satan. In both his attitude 

and in his asking, Jesus models the same theme: humility before the throne 

of God. 

 

Finally, Jesus models for Peter a quiet, rock-solid confidence regarding the 

outcome of these events. Jesus' confidence stems from his private prayer. 

During Jesus' prayer time, God revealed to his Son more than just Satan's 

demands and Peter's need. God also revealed how he himself would use 

Satan's sifting and Jesus' prayer to change his relationship with Peter. To 

Satan's infinite frustration, the very act of sifting (which Satan had designed 

to crush Peter's faith) would serve as the means by which Peter would be not 

crushed, but changed. Changed from brashness to humility, from self-

dependence to God-dependence, from a self-deceiving blindness to an honest 

vision of God's ability to accomplish mighty works through someone who had 

failed completely on his own. It was a change that would reshape Peter's 
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heart and soul. It was a change that would enable Peter to return and plant 

the other apostles in the rock-solid concrete of an immoveable faith. 

 

Knowing this, Jesus tells Peter, "And when once you have turned back, 

strengthen your brothers." Not, "if you turn," but, "when you turn." Jesus is 

certain that Peter will turn. And we know from the rest of the story that he 

did. According to Luke, when Peter scoffed, "I am ready to go to prison with 

you…," that retort was the last boastful statement Peter ever made. 

 

What part did Jesus' prayer play in Peter's turning? We have already stated 

that Jesus' prayer seems to have had absolutely no affect on Peter's 

brashness or blindness, at least not in this passage. Yet later, as tragic 

events began to unfold around Peter—Jesus' arrest, the trial before the 

Sanhedrin, Peter's triple denial in the courtyard, the crucifixion—as Satan 

sifted and the lumps were revealed, as the eclipse turned Peter's world 

darker and darker, Peter must have remembered Jesus' words: "I have 

pleaded for you so that your faith may not fail completely." Drowning in a 

stormy sea, Jesus' prayer must have been the lifeline that kept Peter's head 

above water. It gave Peter something to cling to until the sifting had ended. 

It kept Peter connected and encouraged him to plug into the only Source that 

could possibly sustain him. 

 

I have to believe that at some point during the eclipse, Peter "caught" Jesus' 

lesson and fell to his knees begging, "Daddy, help me. Please don't let my 

faith fail completely." At some point Peter reached up. Peter moved closer. 

Peter found a new relationship. I also believe that God used Jesus' example—

Jesus' prayer—to point Peter in this new direction and enable him to emerge 

from the battering not crushed, but changed. 

 

 

An Invitation: 
 

Maybe you know someone who is facing a crisis. Perhaps a loved one is right 

now experiencing the violent jolt of Satan's sifting. What can you do to help 

her? Call her up and offer a "Band-Aid" prayer? No. Do instead what Jesus 

did. Go out to your solitary place and pray about your loved one. Give God 

the opportunity to reveal heavenly and earthly events to you. It is indeed 

possible that God will show you Satan's demands, this person's need, and 

God's plan to use these events to change your loved one's relationship with 

him. Your Master may also be inviting you to help. If your friend is unplugged 

and separated from her source of strength, throw out a lifeline. Get down on 

your knees and plead to God for this person. Pray for her the prayer that she 

herself should be praying. Ask God to meet her need. 

 

But don't stop there. Jesus invites you to do the most important thing of all: 

when the time is right, share your prayer with this person. Share what God 
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has revealed to you about Satan's demands and God's plans. Share your 

prayer, your urgent pleading. Give your friend the same model that Jesus 

gave Peter: demonstrate an attitude of humility, reveal your friend's need, 

and express your complete confidence in her Daddy's ability to meet that 

need and to use this situation to strengthen her relationship with him. 

Don't be surprised if you fail to see an immediate change, and don't be upset 

if your loved one at first rejects your offered prayer. Remember Peter's initial 

response to Jesus' prayer. But also remember how, when the storm was at 

its darkest, God used Jesus' prayer not only as a lifeline, but as the glimmer 

which thwarted the total eclipse of Peter's faith. Because Jesus' prayer was 

Peter's glimmer of hope. Through it, Peter glimpsed the light. He caught the 

lesson. He survived the storm. Peter turned. And so will your loved one. 
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Part 5: THE FINAL PRAYERS IN JOHN'S GOSPEL 
 
 

The final meal is finished. Feet have been washed; predictions have been 

made. The betrayer has departed. Jesus' earthly ministry has ended, and it is 

time for him to leave the men and women he loves so dearly. Jesus knows 

that his friends are troubled, so at the conclusion of the Last Supper, he 

speaks to them about his departure. Whereas the other Gospels mention a 

few of Jesus' parting words, John's Gospel devotes four chapters (14–17) to 

Jesus' farewell conversation with his friends. 

 

What does Jesus say? Many memorable words: Jesus speaks of a mansion 

with countless rooms; the way, the truth, and the life; the true vine and its 

branches; a love that lays down its life for its friends. Jesus' final discourse in 

John's Gospel is a beautiful tapestry with brightly colored themes woven into 

an elaborate masterpiece of comfort, guidance, and hope. Framed and set 

apart in its own display, the tapestry could be entitled "Relationships," 

because this is what Jesus' final conversation is about: Jesus' relationships 

with his Father and his followers, the disciples' relationships with God and 

one another, and the Creator's relationships with his believers and the fallen 

world. 

 

Many threads are woven together in repeating patterns throughout Jesus' 

final conversation. One repeating theme is prayer. In fact, both of Jesus' 

remaining prayers are found here within this magnificent tapestry. For us to 

pull these prayers out of their context would be like pulling a single thread 

out of its fabric. So you see, we must study these prayers within their 

setting. Although we do not have the space here to discuss all of John 14–17 

in detail, in the next chapter we will examine four themes which are 

interwoven into these last two prayers: trusting, knowing intimately, living 

permanently, and loving unconditionally. Once we gain an understanding of 

these themes, we can then turn to a more meaningful examination of Jesus' 

final prayers. Within each of these prayers, we will find important insights 

about how we should pray both for ourselves and for others. 
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Chapter 14:  John's Gospel—Jesus' Parting 
Conversation 

 
 

Scripture: 

 
Do not let your hearts be troubled; put your trust in God, and put 

your trust in me. 
 

-John 14:1 

 

Put your trust in this truth for me: that I am in the Father and 

the Father is in me; however, if you cannot just put your trust 

in this truth as an outright act of faith, then trust in it because 

of the miracles you have witnessed. For you see, your trust in this 

truth is very important to me.  
 

-John 14:11 

 

On that day you will know in your heart that I am in the Father, 

and you are in me, and I am in you. 
 

-John 14:20 

 

Just as the Father has loved me, so also I have loved you: live 

permanently in my love. 
 

-John 15:9 

 

A greater love than this no one has, that one should lay down 

his life for his friends. 
 

-John 15:13 

 

 

A Quick Dip:1 
 

Troubled: This is the same Greek word used in John 12:27 (see Chapter 9) 

and means to be stirred up, agitated, or confused.  

 

Put your trust in: Used fourteen times in John 14-17, many scholars 

translate this Greek verb as believe. The noun from this same root is usually 

translated as faith. In our culture, when we say that we believe in something 

("I believe in Santa Claus"), we are acknowledging our acceptance of that 

1 The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 175. 
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person or being as real. But here in John, believing is more than just 

acknowledging God's existence. To believe is to have faith in God; it means 

to put our trust in God's wisdom, God's power, and God's ability to help us. 

Furthermore, to trust in God means to accept—without reservation—God's 

message as revealed in Jesus Christ. Note that here put your trust in is 

written in the form of a commandment. 

 

For me: In the original language, this grammatical construction acts like a 

signal flag for John's readers. This particular "flag" calls attention to Jesus' 

personal interest in this subject. Here Jesus is saying, "Do this [trust in this 

truth] for me because I have a personal interest in this matter. I want you to 

understand that your trusting is very important to me." 

 

For you see, your trust in this truth is very important to me: Here we 

have a second "flag" for John's readers. As in the phrase discussed above, 

this construction also underscores Jesus' personal interest in this matter. 

 

Know in your heart: This verb is used seventeen times in John 14-17. In 

John, to know someone (especially God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit) not only 

means that we understand that person or being; it also means that we have 

an intimate, lasting, life-changing relationship with that person. This heart 

knowledge does not grow out of something that we understand in our heads; 

it grows out of something that we can only experience deep within the core 

of our being. 

 

Live permanently: This verb and its noun form are used seventeen times in 

John 14-17. Both the verb and noun mean to remain or abide with someone. 

Taken literally, the verb means to permanently dwell or lodge with someone, 

but we must understand that this word describes more than just close 

physical contact. It points to the maintenance of a continuous personal 

relationship with another.  

 

Love: This verb is used twenty-two times in John 14-17. You may have 

heard teachers and preachers refer to the Greek noun agape, which is often 

called "Christian love" or "God's perfect love." Agape is a love that is 

unconditional, unending, and indestructible. In John, agape is best defined by 

God's act of sending the gift of his only Son for the salvation of the world. 

Our love for God is our response to this gift, and our response must be more 

than just a feeling. Our love must be demonstrated by our actions. To love 

God is to serve God, to live for God, and to value our relationship with God 

above everything else—even our love for ourselves. Agape is a self-

sacrificing, trusting, obedient love which places God as the highest priority in 

our lives. 
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Reflecting: 

 
1.  If you knew that you were about to leave this world and you had one last 

opportunity to speak with those you loved the most, what would you say? 

 

2.  Why is our trusting so important to Jesus? 

 

3.  What is the difference between trusting, knowing, and loving God? 

 

4.  According to the definition above, can you honestly say that you love 

God? 

 

 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

Four Themes 
 

We discovered in "A Quick Dip" that there are several key words in his final 

conversation that Jesus uses again and again: trusting in, knowing 

intimately, living permanently, and loving unconditionally. Just from the 

number of repetitions, we can see how important these themes are to Jesus. 

Understanding these themes is critical, because each plays a vital role in the 

development of intimate relationships with our Father, his Son, his Holy 

Spirit, and our fellow believers. In this study, the tapestry of John 14-17 will 

begin to take shape. 

 

 

Put Your Trust In 
 

At the very beginning of this farewell conversation, Jesus tells his disciples, 

"Put your trust in God, and put your trust in me." This commandment to trust 

serves as the primary color—the background—for the entire tapestry of 14-

17. All other themes are woven onto this background, this commandment to 

trust. 

 

As we stated in "A Quick Dip," many scholars translate the Greek word in this 

verse as believe. But we also noted that when Jesus commands us to believe, 

he expects us to do more than just stand up, affirm that God is real, then 

return to our normal activities. Jesus expects us to do much more than just 

acknowledge God's existence; Jesus wants us to have faith in God. He wants 

us to put our complete trust in God as our Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer. 

 

Last Thanksgiving, I received a call from a friend who was in tears. Her 

adolescent niece, Sarrah, had been suffering from terrible headaches and had 
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just visited a neurologist. The doctor looked at an MRI and immediately called 

in the family. Sarrah had a brain tumor and needed emergency surgery. The 

family was in shock, and they had to make a decision. Sarrah's mother 

looked at the doctor. She believed that he was a surgeon. She believed that 

what he had told her about Sarrah's condition was true. But did she have 

faith in him? Did she trust him enough to put her child's life into his hands? 

Like Sarrah's mother, we have a decision to make. Will we believe, not only 

that God is the God of the universe, not only that Jesus Christ is his Son, but 

will we also put our trust and our lives into his hands? 

 

Our trusting is of the utmost importance to Jesus. In John 14:11, the full 

weight of Jesus' concern for this trusting presses most heavily upon us. Jesus 

says, "Put your trust in this truth for me: that I am in the Father and the 

Father is in me." We already discussed how the Greek construction for me 

serves as a flag that signals the intensity of Jesus' desire for us to trust him 

as the Son of God and the Savior of the world. Indeed, here Jesus seems to 

be begging his beloved disciples: "Do this—put your trust in my relationship 

with my Daddy—for me. But if you cannot put your trust in this relationship 

because of the faith you have in me, then put your trust in it because of the 

miracles you have seen me perform." For Jesus, it doesn't matter what 

triggers our ability to trust in him—a faithful heart, a desire to please him, or 

an encounter with the miraculous—Jesus just wants us to trust. He begs us 

to take this first step toward a closer relationship with God. 

 

 

Knowing Intimately 
 

If trusting is the primary color in this tapestry about relationships, then 

knowing is the secondary color, the cross-threads interwoven throughout the 

entire background. In John 14:11, Jesus says, "Trust that I am in the 

Father," but later in 14:20 he says, "You shall know in your heart that I am in 

the Father." Clearly, trusting and knowing are linked, interwoven as the basic 

threads in this last conversation. 

 

Again—for Jesus—if trusting is more than just accepting God as real, then 

knowing is more than just possessing some cold, hard facts about God. Think 

about the people you know best. I know my family really well; I can tell you 

about my husband's favorite hobby, which foods my son will not eat, and 

what school subjects my daughter most enjoys. Yet my knowledge of my 

family runs much deeper. I know how compassionate my husband is; when 

he comes in from his job at the hospital with a story about an ambulance 

delivering the body of a six-month-old who was killed in a car accident, I can 

feel the depth of his sorrow pulsing within my own heart. Likewise, I know 

my son's love of the game; when he scores the winning basket at the buzzer, 

his ecstatic joy spurs me to jump up and down as well. And when my 

daughter, the animal lover, presents to me a report of animal cruelty in our 
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community, her passion causes my own blood to run hot with anger. 

 

Jesus wants us to know both him and his Daddy with the same depth that we 

know our loved ones. Jesus wants us to develop an understanding of  his 

innermost thoughts, feelings, and heartfelt desires. And he wants us to know 

his Daddy just as intimately. Ask yourself: What brings Jesus great pleasure? 

What causes God sorrow and pain? What does Jesus desire most for God's 

creation? What is God's greatest hope for the life that he has given to you? 

Do you know in your heart the answers to these questions?  

 

In Jesus' tapestry, these are his cross-threads: trust and intimacy. Only upon 

these threads can a permanent relationship with God be woven. 

 

 

Living Permanently 
 

Jesus speaks about other important elements in our relationships. One key 

theme found in John 14-15 is living permanently, which is often translated as 

to abide, to dwell, or to remain. Of course, living permanently with someone 

is the best way to get to know that person. Jesus speaks in John 14:10 of the 

Father who "lives permanently in me." One of Jesus' greatest desires is for us 

to have this same type of permanent indwelling with the Father, the Son, and 

the Holy Spirit.2 

 

One of the reasons I love using the master-apprentice image to define my 

own relationship with God is because it contains this idea of permanently 

abiding together. We can find few such relationships in our culture today. We 

may live with others under the same roof, but all of our relationships—even 

our most intimate relationships—are compartmentalized: we leave our family 

in the morning to go to work or school, we leave our coworkers or classmates 

to go spend time with our friends, on weekends we worship with fellow 

believers at church. Few of us have one single relationship which carries 

through every aspect of our lives. Compare this to the ancient master-

apprentice relationship. Both the master and apprentice lived together, ate 

together, studied together, worked together, played together, and worshiped 

together. This is the type of permanent relationship to which Jesus refers 

when he commands, "Live permanently in me, and I will live permanently in 

you" (John 15:4a). 

 

The best-known illustration Jesus himself gives of such a permanent 

relationship is found in John 15: "I am the vine; you are the branches. The 

2  "If anyone loves me then he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and to him we will come 

and make a permanent dwelling with him" (John 14:23b). "But you know [the Spirit], for he lives 

permanently with you and shall be in you" (John 14:17b). 
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one who lives permanently in me and I in him bears much fruit" (15:5a). A 

branch draws its life and nourishment from the vine. Cut off, the branch can 

only wither. For our own spiritual survival, Jesus must be more than just an 

acquaintance to us. He must have a permanent place in our daily lives. Jesus 

longs to abide with us, to be permanently connected with us, to be the one 

who supplies us with the strength and nourishment we need every day. The 

last thing that Jesus wants is to be placed into a compartment which is 

opened only on Sundays. 

 

 

Love 
 

Love is the most frequently repeated theme in Jesus' farewell conversation. 

He speaks of love twenty-two times in these four chapters. Here it is 

essential to understand that, for Jesus, love is not a feeling, a warm fuzzy, or 

an inactive verb. Instead, love is an action word: "For God so loved the world 

that he gave his only Son so that whoever believes in him shall not perish, 

but will have eternal life" (John 3:16). God's love is active—creating the 

world, saving the world by sacrificing his Son, sustaining believers by sending 

the gift of the Holy Spirit. If we believe in and accept this gift of God's love, 

then surely we will respond by choosing to love God in return. And like God's 

love, our love should also be active. But for us, what is this active love 

supposed to look like? 

 

Jesus teaches us. If we carefully study this tapestry, we discover that active 

love includes: 

 

� Obedience: "If you love me then you will keep my commandments" 

(14:15). "In order that the world may know that I love the Father and as 

the Father commanded me, thus I do" (14:31a). 

 

� A permanent relationship: "If you keep my commandments then you will 

live permanently in my love, just as I have kept my Father's 

commandments and live permanently in his love" (15:10). 

 

� A willingness to serve others: "This is my commandment, that you love 

one another just as I have loved you. A greater love than this no one has, 

that one should lay down his life for his friends (John 15:12-13). 

 

Yes, love includes obedience, a permanent relationship, and a willingness to 

serve others even at the cost of our own lives. But Jesus does more than just 

weave beautiful words about love onto a magnificent tapestry. When we 

watch Jesus drag his cross up the hill, we realize that obedience to God and 

service to others are Jesus' active expressions of his own love for both his 

Daddy and for us. 
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Prayer 
 

Trust, know, live permanently, and love: it is within this context that Jesus 

speaks about prayer. Certainly prayer is another essential element in building 

a lasting relationship with Jesus' Daddy. So now in these final chapters, we 

turn to ponder Jesus' final prayers. 
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Chapter 15:  Jesus' Promised Prayer—Ask Anything 
 
 

Scripture: 

 
Put your trust in this truth for me: that I am in the Father and 

the Father is in me; however, if you cannot just put your trust 

in this truth as an outright act of faith, then trust in it because 

of the miracles you have witnessed. For you see, your trust in 

this truth is very important to me. Truly, truly I say to you, if 

someone puts his trust in me, then the miracles that I do, he 

also shall do; in fact, he shall perform even greater miracles 

than these because I go to my Father. And if you ask for 

something miraculous in my name, then I will do it so that the 

Father's glory will be revealed in the Son. If you ask for anything 

miraculous in my name, then I will perform it. 

 

If you love me, then you will keep my commandments, and I 

will pray the Father, and he will give you another Helper in 

order that he may live permanently with you forever: the Spirit 

of Truth, whom the sinful world is not able to accept because it 

does not see him nor personally know him. However, you know 

him intimately because he lives permanently beside you and is 

within you. 
 

-John 14:11–17 

 

 

An organizational note 
 

Here in the tapestry of his farewell conversation, Jesus speaks to his 

friends about prayer. As we said in the last chapter, prayer is an essential 

element in building a relationship not only with our Father, but with Jesus as 

well. In these verses, Jesus weaves for us two different designs concerning 

prayer. First, he gives the disciples instructions about their own prayers.  

Next, Jesus promises to pray a special prayer for his friends. Because Jesus 

talks about two different prayers in this passage—the disciples' prayers and 

his own promised prayer—we will examine each prayer in a separate chapter. 

Here in Chapter 15 we will examine Jesus' instructions concerning the 

disciples' prayers. In Chapter 16 we will turn again to Jesus' own prayer. 

 

 

 



 

                                                                                                                                Page 125 

 

A Quick Dip:1 
 

Truly, truly: This is another one of those red flags that John waves in order 

to get his readers' attention. When John uses this phrase at the beginning of 

a statement by Jesus, he is signaling to us, "This is Jesus' own saying and 

may therefore be accepted as completely reliable and true." 

 

Do: In this passage, doing specifically means to do or perform miraculous 

deeds. 

 

Ask for: Here this word means to ask God or Jesus for something in prayer. 

It is important to note that this Greek word, aiteo, implies that one is seeking 

a favor from someone who is superior in power and authority. 

 

In my name: This is an intentional, purposeful act of evoking or calling on 

the name. We recall from Chapter 2 how important names were in Biblical 

times and how possessing another's name gave one access to that person's 

or being's power. Here in John, however, calling on the name means far 

more than accessing another's power. To ask something in Jesus' name is 

first and foremost a confession of one's belief that Jesus comes from God and 

is God's Son. Furthermore, to pray in Jesus' name means to pray according 

to his will; it is to request that his mission and purpose be accomplished. It is 

imperative to understand that "in Jesus' name" is not a magical incantation 

for Jesus' followers to use in order to get whatever they want. 

 

Glory will be revealed: Recalling our discussion from Chapter 9, revealing 

God's glory means to expose God's weight, God's significance, and God's 

importance for all the world to see. 

 
 

Reflecting: 
 

1.  Do you believe that Jesus' statement to the disciples about "performing 

even greater miracles than these" would still apply to us today? 

 

2.  What about Jesus' promise: "If you ask for anything miraculous in my 

name, then I will perform it." Does this promise apply to you and me? 

 

3.  Do you use the words "in Jesus' name" when you pray? Why or why not? 

What does this phrase mean to you?  

 

1The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 175. 
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Diving Deeper: 
 

 

Promises 
 

As a little girl, I was raised on the adage, "A promise is a promise, and you 

can't break a promise."  As a result, I have always been fascinated by the 

power of a promise.  So you can see why I find this particular passage of 

Scripture extremely absorbing—it contains three promises which Jesus makes 

to his followers: 

 

1.  Truly, truly I say to you, if someone puts his trust in me, then the 

miracles that I do, he also shall do. 

 

2.  If you ask for something miraculous in my name, then I will do it…If 

you ask for anything miraculous in my name, then I will perform it. 

 

3.  If you love me, then you will keep my commandments, and I will 

pray the Father, and he will give you another Helper. 

 

Let's take a closer look at each of these promises. 

 

The miracles that I do, he also shall do. Our passage of Scripture opens 

with some incredibly bold words.  Jesus assures the disciples that if they trust 

in him, they will perform even greater miracles than Jesus himself has 

performed. I don't know about you, but this statement blows my mind. I 

mean, Jesus raised the dead. How could anyone ever top that miracle? Yet 

we know that those first disciples did perform great miracles—they changed 

the world with their teaching, preaching, and healing. But what about us 

today? I can certainly think of some times when I would like to have the 

power to perform miraculous deeds: to be able to heal my children when 

they become desperately ill, to turn a storm's destructive fury away from my 

home, to restore life to a loved one who died much too young. So I wonder, 

do Jesus' words apply to you and me?  Maybe not. Maybe that long-ago 

promise was spoken only for those gathered around that table. Maybe it was 

just a first-generation promise. After all, I haven't seen any dead people 

walking around lately. 

 

Ask for anything. Jesus' second promise is closely related to the first: "If 

you ask for something miraculous in my name, then I will do it."  Note here 

that both the asking and the doing refer specifically to miraculous deeds.  

Jesus is not encouraging the disciples to ask for the mundane (daily bread, 

clothes and shelter, a decent catch of fish).  No, Jesus is encouraging them 

to think big; he is encouraging them to ask for the impossible.  He even 

restates this promise for emphasis: "If you ask for anything miraculous in my 

name, then I will perform it." Wow! This sounds like Jesus is handing the 



 

                                                                                                                                Page 127 

 

disciples a blank check. And again I wonder: What about you and me? Can 

we ask Jesus for anything? Furthermore, if we don't get what we ask for, 

does that mean that Jesus has broken his promise to us? 

 

 

It's Conditional 
 

In order to answer these questions, we need to take a closer look at  Jesus' 

statements. When we do, we immediately see that the promise to perform 

miracles contains a catch, and Jesus' invitation to ask anything is anything 

but a blank check. That is because these statements are conditional. 

 

You may be asking, "What exactly is a conditional statement, and why is it so 

important in this passage?" Conditional statements in our language are 

usually "If… then…" statements. For example: "If you study for the test, then 

you should make a good grade." One action leads to another: studying leads 

to good grades. This particular statement is called a weak or less vivid 

conditional statement: a good grade should result from studying, but the 

outcome is not definite. A strong conditional statement would be this: "If you 

don't clean up your room, then I will not take you to the movie!" Here, if the 

room is not cleaned, the result is guaranteed: no movie. We call this a more 

vivid condition. 

 

Our passage of Scripture is full of conditional sentences and all of them are 

more vivid conditions. The results are guaranteed. In fact, if there were such 

a thing as a most vivid conditional statement, then Jesus' promise about his 

disciples "performing greater miracles" would qualify for that category. Why? 

Because it is also marked by John's signal flag—"truly, truly"—as a statement 

of complete truth. What Jesus is really saying here is, "If someone puts his 

trust in me, then the results are completely guaranteed: that person will 

perform even greater miracles than I have done."2 But please note, the 

ability to perform these miraculous deeds depends upon that first step: 

absolute and unfailing trust. 

 

An interesting thing about conditional statements is that they are reversible. 

You can turn the statement around: "If you are unable to accomplish the 

miraculous, then you do not trust God completely. Your trusting and your 

faith still need to do some growing." If we disciples fail to perform great 

miracles today, it does not mean that Jesus' promise was only for first-

generation followers nor that Jesus has failed to keep his promise. No, the 

failure lies not within Jesus' promise but within our own reluctance to trust in 

God absolutely, wholeheartedly, and unconditionally. 

 

2 "If someone puts his trust in me" is a conditional participle phrase, o` pisteu,wn. 
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In My Name 
 

Jesus' second promise is another conditional statement: "If you ask for 

something miraculous in my name, then I will do it." Like the condition 

above, this statement would also qualify for a most vivid award. Why? 

Because Jesus repeats the statement, thereby doubling the guarantee: "If 

you ask for anything miraculous in my name, then I will perform it."3 These 

are the statements which, to me at least, sound like a blank check: Jesus will 

do anything for us if we just ask him. So, does this mean that Jesus is 

supposed to give us whatever we pray for? Absolutely not. Look carefully. 

The condition is not, "if we ask," but, "if we ask in Jesus' name." Therein lies 

the key. 

 

You may recall from chapter 2 that to possess someone's name—especially 

the name of a deity—is to possess that deity's power and will. So when those 

disciples prayed "in Jesus' name," they were first of all expressing their belief 

that Jesus, the Son of God, was powerful enough to do whatever they asked. 

Second, because they knew Jesus' name—because they had a personal 

relationship with him—they had access to his miracle-producing power. When 

you and I pray in his name, Jesus expects us to do the same: to affirm our 

belief in him as the most powerful force in the universe and to acknowledge 

that because we know his name—because we, too, have a personal 

relationship with him—we have access to that same miraculous power. 

 

However, this is only half of the equation. Remember, possessing someone's 

name means more than just having access to that person's power; to use 

someone's name also means that we possess that person's will. And two 

criteria must be met if we are to truly possess another's will: first, we must 

understand what that person desires and, secondly, we must seek to make 

those desires our own.  

 

At the beginning of each college semester, my mother would hand me a 

signed, blank check.  I knew how hard my parents had worked and saved, 

and I knew that blank check was access to a nice sum of money.  I suppose I 

could have easily taken that check to the local mall and enjoyed a wonderful 

shopping spree.  However, I understood my mother's desire when she 

handed me that check, and in reality, I never considered going to the mall. 

Instead, I went to the bookstore and purchased my textbooks for the 

semester. Yes, that signature on that check gave me access to my mother's 

power: her funds.  But I also understood what she most desired for me: a 

good education.  Fortunately, what she desired and what I desired were one 

3 "If you ask for something . . . I will do it" and "If you ask for anything . . . I will perform it" are future 

more vivid conditions and have been translated to emphasize the force of the conditional clauses: o[ ti a;n 
ai,th,shte . . . poih,sw; eva,n ti aivth,shte . . . poih,sw 
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in the same. 

 

And so it should be between us and Jesus. If we truly possess his will, then 

we will not only strive to understand his desires (which of course are also 

God's desires); we will seek to make those desires our own. What Jesus 

wants, what God wants, what I want—they should all be one in the same. 

 

 

Purpose 
 

So when Jesus makes the conditional statement, "If you ask anything in my 

name," he is really stating two conditions: "If you believe in my power and if 

you are seeking to do my will, then whatever you ask, I will perform." That 

much is clear. However, we cannot skip over the last lesson to be gleaned 

from Jesus' statement: the purpose behind praying in his name. Have you 

ever considered why we should ask for things in Jesus' name? "Well," one 

might say, "that's easy—to get what we need, right?" Wrong. Jesus says that 

if we ask anything in his name, then he will do it "so that the Father’s glory 

will be revealed in the Son."4 For Jesus, the purpose behind both the asking 

and the answering is to reveal God's glory—God's weight, God's importance, 

God's significance—to those standing around. Here Jesus teaches us a 

powerful lesson: We should never pray in his name in order to get something 

that we want or need. Instead, we should pray so that others may have the 

opportunity to see the awe-inspiring greatness of God. Of course, the 

question begs asking: Can you and I honestly say that this is our purpose 

when we pray? If not, then what would change if we truly made this the 

purpose behind each of our prayers? 

 

 

An Invitation: 

 
"Ask for anything." Six times in this farewell conversation, Jesus repeats this 

promise about asking in his name.5 In John 16:24, he issues the statement in 

the form of a command: "Ask, and you shall receive." Jesus wants us to ask; 

he wants us to claim the promise. He wants us to believe, to trust that God's 

power is sufficient. He wants us to seek to do his will. He wants us to 

experience the miraculous. The invitation to us is unmistakable. Jesus invites 

us to be bold, to take a step of faith.  

 

But again that nagging little question we asked earlier rears its ugly head: 

can we really do this?  Can today's disciples really perform miraculous deeds? 

4 The Greek reads, i`na doxasqh/: i`na + subjunctive = a final purpose clause. Here the subjunctive is in 

the first aorist passive voice. 
5 See John 14:13,14; 15:7,16; and 16:23,26. 
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Let me reflect for a moment. I know of a youth worker who prayed fervently 

as he drove a rebellious teen off to a work camp in an impoverished area of 

the Appalachian Mountains; a week later, the youth returned with a 

completely different attitude towards life. I know of an alcoholic who spent 

years in and out of treatment centers that always proved unsuccessful; yet 

with a single prayer, he was immediately able to begin a life of sobriety.  I 

know of a demon-possessed war veteran who was finally healed, not through 

failed drug-treatment regimes and stints in psychiatric wards, but through 

prayers shared in a local chaplain's support group. "Even greater miracles"—

you know, when I stop to think about it, maybe I have seen dead people 

walking around. 

 

"Ask anything." Why not give it a try? Right now, this very day, why don't 

you and I get up and go out to our solitary places and ask, trusting in Jesus' 

power, seeking to accomplish his will, and allowing God's glory to be revealed 

to those around us. Let us claim the promise. After all, if we will but ask in 

his name, truly amazing results are guaranteed. 

 

You may have noticed that there is one last conditional statement in this 

passage which we have not yet studied: Jesus' promise to pray to his Father. 

As we stated earlier, we will examine this promise in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 16:  Jesus' Promised Prayer—I Will Pray the 
Father 

 
 

Scripture: 

 
Put your trust in this truth for me: that I am in the Father and 

the Father is in me; however, if you cannot just put your trust 

in this truth as an outright act of faith, then trust in it because 

of the miracles you have witnessed. For you see, your trust in 

this truth is very important to me. Truly, truly I say to you, if 

someone puts his trust in me, then the miracles that I do, he 

also shall do; in fact, he shall perform even greater miracles 

than these because I go to my Father. And if you ask for 

something miraculous in my name, then I will do it so that the 

Father's glory will be revealed in the Son. If you ask for 

anything miraculous in my name, then I will perform it. 

 

If you love me, then you will keep my commandments, and I 

will pray the Father, and he will give you another Helper in order 

that he may live permanently with you forever: the Spirit of 

Truth, whom the sinful world is not able to accept because it does 

not see him nor personally know him. However, you know him 

intimately because he lives permanently beside you and is 

within you. 
 

-John 14:11–17 

 

 

A Quick Dip:1 
 

Keep: To keep Jesus' commandments means more than to obey them; it 

means to keep watch over, guard, and carefully preserve all of the teachings 

that Jesus has given us. 

 

Pray: The Greek word used here is erotao, and it means to ask. It is 

important to note that erotao is the only word used in John's Gospel to 

describe Jesus' prayers. Whenever John speaks about the disciples' prayers, 

a different word—aiteo—is used. A study of erotao reveals that this verb has 

several different shades of meaning. First, in most of its uses throughout 

John's Gospel, erotao has meant to ask a question, and nearly all of such 

1 The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 175. 
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questioning was conducted by religious authorities in an attempt to gain 

information about the identity of either John the Baptist or Jesus (for 

examples see 1:19, 5:12, and 9:15). Used in this manner, erotao implies 

that the one asking the question stands on equal footing with the one 

answering the question. Secondly, erotao can mean to make a request or to 

ask a favor. Again the request is understood as being made by an equal. 

Thirdly, on rare occasions, erotao can mean to invite someone to come to a 

meal, a home, or into one's fellowship. 

 

Helper: This is a difficult word to translate (in fact, some scholars just use 

the Greek word for Helper—Paraclete—and do not translate this text). In 

Scripture, Paraclete is found only in John's writings. In ancient Greece, a 

paraclete was a legal advocate or representative who would plead another's 

case in court. However, this legal association is not an appropriate image to 

use here in John's Gospel because the disciples are not portrayed as 

defendants standing before a judging God. Instead, the Paraclete is 

presented more as an Advisor, Supporter, or Counselor who is sent to the 

disciples' aid. 

 

Spirit of Truth: This title is used to refer to the Holy Spirit three times in 

John.2 Truth is defined as valid, true facts; a reliable, proper, genuine reality 

which is unchanging and eternal. In John, truth is God's revelation given to 

us by Jesus Christ; it is the valid, eternal, and unchanging understanding of 

who God is. Truth is God.  

 

Sinful world: In John, the sinful world is that part of creation which has 

turned away from God and remains separated from God by sin, hatred, and 

evil. 

 

Accept: Here acceptance goes beyond recognizing someone's authority; to 

accept another means to receive that person's words and to use them as a 

guide in one's daily life. Total acceptance would go a step further; it would 

mean adopting what has been accepted as one's own. 

 

See: This is not a physical act of seeing with the eye. In John, to see is to 

perceive something with the mind or the spirit. This type of perception leads 

to spiritual understanding and an acceptance through faith. In other words, 

to see is to believe. 

 

Is within you: This phrase denotes a close, personal relationship between 

two persons or beings. 

Reflecting: 

2  John 14:17, 15:26, and 16:13. 
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1.  In John, why does Jesus use one word, aiteo, when talking about the 

disciples' prayers and a different word, erotao, when mentioning his own 

prayers? 

 

2.  What is the condition stated here in Jesus' promise to pray? What results 

are guaranteed? 

 

3.  Do you love Jesus?  Do you keep—obey, guard, preserve, and protect—

his commandments? 

 

4.  Why is the sinful world unable to accept God's gift of the Helper? What 

should you and I be doing about that? 

 

5.  Does the Spirit of Truth live permanently within you? 

 
 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

More Promises 
 

Now at last we have come to Jesus' promised prayer, which is found within 

yet another conditional statement:  

 

If you love me, then you will keep my commandments, and I will 

pray the Father, and he will give you another Helper.3 

 

Until now, Jesus' conditional statements have talked about trusting. Here, 

however, the pattern changes from "if you put your trust in me" to "if you 

love me." For the disciples—and for us as well—to move from trusting to 

loving is to take a giant step forward in our relationship with God's Son. It is 

to move beyond putting our faith in Jesus' power; it means making our 

relationship with him the most important factor in our lives. 

 

Jesus tells his disciples, "If you love me"—if you choose to put me above 

everything else—then these three results are guaranteed: 

 

1.  You will keep my commandments. 

 

2.  I will pray the Father. 

3  "If you love me . . . you will keep . . . I will pray . . . he will give . . . " is a future more vivid 

condition: eva,n avgapa/te, me . . . thrh,sate . . . evrwth,sw . . . dw,sei. 
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3.  The Father will give you another Helper. 

 

Each of these results is actually a response from one of the participants in 

this agape relationship: the disciples' response is to obey, Jesus' response is 

to pray, and God's response is to send the gift of the Helper. Let's take a 

closer look at each of these responses. 

 

 

You Will Keep My Commandments 
 

First of all, Jesus explains that when we put him at the center of our lives, we 

will naturally seek to keep his commandments. Because we love Jesus, we 

will strive to follow his teachings and to live as he lived: a life of obedience, 

sacrifice, and service. Indeed, for those who truly love Jesus, no other 

lifestyle is possible. The reverse also applies. If, on a given weekday, we hurl 

insults at our family members, walk unseeing past those who are in need, or 

fudge on the truth for the sake of the bottom line, then how can we go to 

worship on Sunday morning and sing about how we love Jesus? Jesus himself 

makes it perfectly plain: if our lives are dominated by selfishness and 

disobedience, then we cannot possibly claim to truly love the Son of God. 

 

 

I Will Pray the Father: Understanding Erotao  
 

In the second part of this statement, Jesus describes his own response to the 

disciples' love: his promise to pray, to erotao. We already noted that in 

John's Gospel, erotao is the only word which Jesus uses to describe his own 

prayers, and he uses it here for the first time. In contrast, whenever Jesus 

refers to the disciples' prayers, he uses the word aiteo. Why the change in 

verbs? Both aiteo and erotao can mean to ask a favor from someone.4 So 

what's the big deal?  Does it really matter which Greek verb some first-

century writer used? 

 

Oh, yes. It really matters. Bear with me while I try to explain. 

 

First of all, let me confess that before this study, I always misread the English 

translation of this conditional statement. I thought that Jesus said: 

4 It is interesting to note that aiteo means to ask a favor from someone "higher up," someone with more 

power and authority than oneself. When the disciples pray, Jesus wants them to acknowledge that their 

requests are heard by someone whose power and authority are far superior to their own. Erotao, on the 

other hand, means to ask someone for something as his or her equal.  Without question, John uses erotao in 

his Gospel in order to point to Jesus' equality with God. Again and again, the Fourth Gospel teaches us that 

in power, authority, and ability, God and Christ are one. However, I believe that this "equality with God" 

interpretation only partly explains John's use of  erotao in this passage. 
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If you love me, then I will pray asking the Father to give you another 

Helper. 

 

In other words, Jesus promised to ask God for a favor—to bestow upon the 

disciples the gift of the Helper. But the Greek makes it plain that Jesus 

actually says: 

 

If you love me, then I will pray and [if you love me,] then the Father 

will give you another Helper. 

 

This is a very different reading of the text. Here Jesus is not asking for 

anything; he is not asking God to send the gift of the Helper. Both Jesus' 

prayer and God's gift are seen as separate responses—separate gifts—which 

will be granted if the disciples choose to love, to put Jesus first in their lives. 

So, if Jesus' promise to erotao is not a request asking for God to do him a 

favor, but rather a gift offered to friends who are troubled and confused, then 

what kind of a gift is this? What exactly does Jesus mean when he promises, 

"I will pray the Father"? And frankly, if God is going to send the gift of the 

Helper anyway, who cares whether or not Jesus prays? 

 

I believe that in order to understand what Jesus' promise means here, we 

must look back in "A Quick Dip" at that third and rarely used definition of 

erotao: to invite another into one's fellowship. In this passage, Jesus says, "If 

you love me, then I will pray; I will invite the Father into our fellowship, into 

our relationship with one another." This is an invitation that will once again 

turn two-dimensional relationships into three-dimensional ones. 

 

So you see, Jesus' promise to erotao is—once again—a promise to strengthen 

relationships. Over and over in this study, we have seen Jesus use prayer for 

this purpose.  When we watched Jesus pray for himself in Gethsemane, we 

saw him reach up and move closer to God. When we heard Jesus pray for 

others—whether it was for Peter, his enemies, or the wayward crowd 

standing around—we saw him move closer to those people and point them 

toward a more meaningful relationship with his Daddy. Jesus promises to do 

the same here. When Jesus declares, "I will pray the Father," he is really 

promising, "I will move closer to you, and I will invite my Daddy to come with 

me." Through this promised intercessory prayer, Jesus moves toward a 

stronger, deeper, more intimate relationship with his followers, and at the 

same time he leads them toward a stronger, deeper, more intimate 

relationship with his Daddy. 

 

 

An Illustration 
 

I went out to my solitary place and took this insight with me. I asked my 
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Master, "Is this it? Is this what intercessory prayer is all about? Can we really 

bring strength to those who are troubled just by praying for them?" I also 

asked for an illustration.  

 

I remembered a story I had heard long ago about a father and his three 

sons. One day the father called his sons to him and gave each of them a thin, 

dry stick. He told his sons to break their sticks, and each one did so easily. 

Next, he gave them three more sticks, but this time he told his sons to bind 

the three sticks together. Having done this, the father then instructed his 

sons to break the bundle of sticks. Each son tried in turn, but no one could 

break the bundle.5 

 

The lesson for us is simple. The people around us are like those single sticks: 

weak and easily broken when attempting to face life's trials alone. Whenever 

we see someone who is in trouble, we can bring that person added strength 

simply by moving closer to that person's side. But when we pray—when we 

move closer to that person and invite our Daddy to come with us, and when 

our Daddy in turn brings with him his own gift of the Helper—well, that 

movement provides a strength that absolutely nothing will be able to 

overcome. 

 

When Jesus promises to "pray the Father," he does not promise to ask the 

Father for something; he does not promise to ask the Father to do 

something. Instead, Jesus promises to invite the Father into our 

relationships, to ask the Father to come into our anxious hearts and troubled 

lives. This is intercessory prayer. It is not a prayer that asks God to bestow a 

specific gift, to provide a quick-fix Band-Aid, nor to solve a problem in a 

certain way. It is simply a prayer that invites God in and then confidently 

leaves the rest to him. 

 

 

"If" 
 

The gift of Jesus' prayer and God's gift of the Helper are promises which 

would normally fill my heart with comfort and peace. However, we cannot 

pull these promises out of their context—out of that conditional statement. 

There is a catch, a catch that unsettles my longed-for sense of peace. 

 

You see, when I imagine myself as one of those troubled disciples hearing 

Jesus' words in an upper room at a last meal, I imagine myself feeling slightly 

disturbed by that one little word: if. I mean, when I am upset and confused, I 

prefer to hear unconditional promises and guarantees. Here, however, Jesus 

5 "A threefold cord is not easily broken." Eccl 4:12b. 
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is waving conditions all over the place. The miraculous deeds, the answered 

prayers, the promised prayer, the gift of the Helper—they are all conditional 

and based upon what I, the disciple, must do first: believe, trust, love. Jesus 

places the burden squarely on my shoulders. I cannot just sit here being 

troubled and confused and expect all of these gifts to fall into my lap. I must 

act first. Somehow that doesn't seem comforting. That doesn't even seem 

fair. 

 

Why the conditions? Because a relationship cannot be built by one person or 

one being alone. Jesus said, "Behold I stand at the door and knock" 

(Revelation 3:20a). Neither Jesus nor his Daddy will ever kick down the door 

and force an entry into our lives. "If anyone hears my voice and opens the 

door, then I will come in to him" (Rev 3:20b). The invitation to enter into a 

relationship with the Father and Son is always there; that part is 

unconditional. But everything that follows depends upon our response, our 

actions, our choices. Jesus will not enter if we refuse to get up and open the 

door. 

 

So yes, Jesus does challenge his troubled disciples. He could have told them, 

"Don't worry. I'll pray for you and everything will be alright," but instead he 

said, "if." Likewise, when we are seeking to comfort our loved ones and 

neighbors who are troubled and confused, we often need to say "if" as well. 

 

 

An Invitation: 
 

Here, finally, I have learned how to pray for my friend from the 

introduction—my friend who is troubled and upset because her father is so 

sick. When she asks me to pray for her and her family I can say, "Yes; if you 

will love God's Son and put him first in your life above every other concern, 

then I will pray; I will move closer to you and I will invite my Master to come 

with me. What is more, if you will love and trust him, then God himself will 

send you a gift: the gift of the Helper, who will stay right beside you both 

now during this difficult time and through all the times—both good and bad—

that are still to come. That Helper—God's very own Spirit—will give you all of 

the comfort, support, wisdom, guidance, and love that you will ever need. 

And if your family will also love God and put him first in their lives, then this 

will be my prayer and God's gift for them as well." Gently I can encourage my 

friend and her family, "Believe. Trust. Hope. Love. Open the door of your 

hearts and let God's Spirit fill your lives with his grace and his peace. If you 

will just love him, I can assure you that these results are completely 

guaranteed." 

 

At the same time, I must use great care whenever I offer such words to a 

friend. If I make such a promise, then I must not break it. If I set forth the 

condition and my friend responds, if she makes the choice and puts Jesus 



 

                                                                                                                                Page 138 

 

first, then I must keep my promise. I must pray. I must move closer to her 

and invite my Master into our relationship. 

 

This insight forces me to take an honest look at my prayers and ask myself 

some soul-searching questions: How many times have I promised to pray for 

someone then promptly forgot that promise? Or, if I did remember, how 

many times did I just toss up a passing thought, "Oh, yeah, God please help 

so-and-so"? If intercessory prayer is going to mean to me what it meant to 

Jesus, then I can no longer "pray" for others in this manner. I must take my 

promises to pray more seriously. I must take my relationships with others 

more seriously. I cannot give a nod to God on behalf of my friend during my 

prayer time and then quickly get back to my concerns. If I am going to pray 

for someone, I need to pray like Jesus did. I need to move closer to my 

friend. I need to invite God to become a part of our relationship. I must seek 

a stronger, deeper, more intimate relationship with this person every time I 

pray for her. If I am not doing this, then I am not really praying. 

 

When Jesus prayed, he moved. He moved into the very hearts of those who 

loved him. When Jesus prayed, relationships were redefined. When Jesus 

prayed, he brought his Daddy's very presence into the room with him. When 

Jesus prayed, he opened his heart to those around him. And when we pray 

for others, Jesus invites us to do the same. 

 

Yes, Jesus promises his disciples a prayer, and later at this same table, Jesus 

makes good on his promise. In John 17, Jesus turns his heart toward his 

Daddy and prays what I consider to be the most powerful prayer that has 

ever been recorded. During the remainder of this study, we turn our 

attention to Jesus' farewell prayer. 
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Chapter 17:  Jesus' Farewell Prayer—An Introduction 
 
 

The Window 
 

During his earthly ministry, Jesus revealed God to us in four ways: through 

his actions, his teachings, his conversations with others, and his prayers. 

Here in his farewell address to his friends, Jesus uses three of these methods 

of revelation. In chapters 14-16 Jesus teaches ("I am the vine") and 

converses ("Have you not known me, Philip?"), but in chapter 17, Jesus lifts 

up his eyes in prayer. This is how Jesus chooses to end his farewell address. 

By turning to God in prayer, Jesus draws his Father into the conversation. 

Suddenly God is not someone out there to be discussed, but someone right 

here who can give the disciples the guidance and support they need at this 

critical time. 

 

Jesus' farewell prayer is a prayer that petitions God for certain things. For 

what does Jesus ask the Father when he prays? For what do any of us ask? 

We ask for the things we most greatly desire. Here Jesus does the same, 

using this last prayer as a way to express his deepest desires both to his 

Daddy and to those sitting around him. The more I have studied this 

passage, the more I have come to realize that this final prayer is really a 

window—a window which allows us to gaze into the very depths of Jesus' own 

heart. This farewell prayer poignantly expresses what Jesus most wants, not 

only for his beloved followers, but for the rest of humanity as well. And, 

understanding the bond that exists between Jesus and his Daddy, I have also 

come to realize that the desires we observe in Jesus' window merely reflect 

the very same yearnings which pulse—beat for beat—within God's own heart. 

 

In this prayer, Jesus places four desires before his Father: he asks God to 

glorify the Son, to keep the disciples safe, to sanctify the disciples, and he 

expresses his wish to have these disciples for his own. Our study of this last 

prayer is organized around these four requests. I have presented this prayer 

in its entirety at the end of this introduction, then in each of the next four 

chapters, I have included one of these requests for our in-depth study.  

 

You will notice that there are certain words in this passage which I have 

marked with an asterisk (*). The asterisk indicates that these words are 

imperative verbs. An imperative verb is either a command or a request, 

depending upon who is issuing the imperative. If someone in authority states 

an imperative (a parent, teacher, boss, or judge), the verb is taken to be a 

command. If issued from someone of an equal or lower status, the 

imperative is taken as a polite request. In this prayer, the imperatives used 

by Jesus indicate the respectful requests he makes to God. For us, these 

imperatives underline precisely what Jesus is asking God to do. With this in 
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mind, let us now turn our attention to Jesus' farewell prayer. 

 

 

The Final Prayer 
 

Jesus spoke these things then lifted up his eyes in prayer to heaven 

and said, "Father, the hour of salvation has come; glorify* your Son—

clothe your Son in radiance and splendor—so that your Son may then 

expose the magnitude of your significance. You granted him absolute 

power over all humanity so that he might grant the gift of eternal life 

to all those whom you entrusted permanently into his care. Indeed, 

this hour of sacrifice and salvation is the gift of eternal life, given so 

that these people may intimately know you, the only true God, and 

Jesus Christ, the one whom you sent out on this divine mission. On 

earth, I revealed your wealth, your weight, and your magnificence; I 

completed the mission which you have entrusted me to do; and now 

glorify* me—clothe me in radiance and splendor—Father, in your 

presence with the same magnificent splendor which I had in your 

presence before the world existed. 

 

I revealed your name to these people whom you have taken out of 

the sinful world and entrusted to my care. They were yours, and you 

entrusted them to me, and they have carefully guarded your Word—

your divine revelation in me. Now they know in their hearts that all 

the things which you have permanently placed in my care are from 

you; for the teachings which you have entrusted to me, I have 

entrusted to them. They accepted these teachings and truly 

understood within the depths of their hearts that I came from your 

side, and they believed that you sent me. 

 

I pray for these people. I am not praying for the sinful world, but for 

those whom you have entrusted to me because they belong to you. 

All those who are mine are yours and yours are mine, and I have 

revealed my own significance to them. I am no longer going to be in 

the sinful world. Though these are going to remain in the sinful 

world, I am coming to you. Holy Father, keep safe* within the power 

of your name those whom you have entrusted to my care, so that 

they may be one in heart, mind, and purpose just as we are one in 

heart, mind, and purpose. When I was with them in the sinful world, 

I kept them safe within the power of your name. Those whom you 

entrusted to me, I protected, and not one of them was lost except 

the son of perdition, in order that the prophecy of Scripture might be 

fulfilled. And now I am coming to you, and I am speaking these 

* Imperative verb = Jesus' actual request to God; this is what Jesus is asking God to do. 
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things here in the world so that my people may experience my joy 

perfectly accomplished within them. I have permanently entrusted 

your Word to their care, and the sinful world has wrongfully hated 

them because they are not part of that godless world, just as I am 

not part of that godless world. I am not praying so that you would 

remove them from the sinful world, but so that you would keep them 

safely away from the Evil One. Spiritually, they no more belong to the 

sinful world than I belong to the sinful world. 

 

Sanctify* these believers by your truth; your Word is truth. Just as 

you sent me into the godless world on a divine mission, I also send 

them into the godless world. And for their sakes I am dedicating 

myself as an offering so that they also may be set apart by truth. 

 

And not only for these followers do I pray, but also for those who 

shall put their trust in me because of my followers' witness. The goal 

of my prayer is that they all may be united as one in heart, mind, and 

purpose, just as you, Father, are in me and I am in you, and also that 

they may be united as one in us so that the sinful world might 

believe that you sent me. And the glory which you have entrusted to 

me I have permanently entrusted to them, so that they may be 

united as one just as we are united—I in them and you in me—so that 

they may be perfectly united in heart, mind, and purpose and so that 

the sinful world might know in their hearts that you sent me and 

loved them [the disciples] just as you loved me. 

 

Father, those whom you have entrusted to my care, I desire, so that 

wherever I am, they also may be in my company. The reason I want 

them in my company is so that they may see my glory which you 

bestowed upon me because you loved me before you laid the 

foundation of the world. 

 

Righteous Father, the godless world has not known you, but I know 

you intimately, and these know in their hearts that you sent me. For 

I have revealed your name to them, and I will reveal it so that the 

love with which you loved me may be in them, and I may be in them. 
 

-John 17 
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Chapter 18:  Glorify Your Son 
 
 

Scripture: 
 

Jesus spoke these things then lifted up his eyes in prayer to 

heaven and said, "Father, the hour of salvation has come; glorify* 

your Son—clothe your Son in radiance and splendor—so that your 

Son may then expose the magnitude of your significance. You 

granted him absolute power over all humanity so that he might 

grant the gift of eternal life to all those whom you entrusted 

permanently into his care. Indeed, this hour of sacrifice and 

salvation is the gift of eternal life, given so that these people 

may intimately know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, 

the one whom you sent out on this divine mission. On earth, I 

revealed your wealth, your weight, and your magnificence; I 

completed the mission which you have entrusted me to do; and 

now glorify* me—clothe me in radiance and splendor—Father, 

in your presence with the same magnificent splendor which I had 

in your presence before the world existed. 
 

-John 17:1–5 

 
 

A Quick Dip:1 
 

Hour of salvation: Remember that, in John's Gospel, this is the hour of 

Jesus' death and glorification. 

 

Glorify—clothe in radiance and splendor/expose the magnitude of 

your significance/revealed your wealth, your weight, and your 

magnificence: All three of these phrases are translations of the same Greek 

verb that we discussed extensively in Chapter 9. In the Greek, glorify means 

to bring praise and honor to someone in a way that reveals his or her 

importance to others. In Hebrew, it means to reveal one's weight, wealth, 

power, and significance. 

 

Absolute power: Often translated as authority, this word represents the 

right to do something—including the right to rule over something or 

someone. This right is granted by another in a higher position, as when a 

king grants authority to a governor. The authority given is backed by this 

* Imperative verb = Jesus' actual request to God; this is what Jesus is asking God to do. 
1The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 176. 
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higher power (here, God). Furthermore, the freedom to use this power as 

one sees necessary is included in this authority. 

 

Eternal life: In Scripture, life is more than the ability to move and breathe; 

life is viewed as a gift—the greatest gift—which we possess. Life comes from 

God and is sustained by God. In order to continue our existence, our lives 

must be nourished and protected. We must be fed, clothed, and sheltered. In 

contrast, God does not need to do anything to nurture his own life because 

the source of life itself is found within God's own being. God is life, and as 

God's creatures, we are completely dependent upon him for every breath we 

take. The opposite of life is death. In much of the Old Testament, death is 

seen as the natural end of one's existence. Throughout the New Testament, 

however, death is seen as the ultimate consequence of sin. Sin—separation 

from God, the source of life—leads to death. Yet true life cannot die. It is 

eternal. When Jesus says, "I am the way, the truth, and the life," it is this 

eternal life of which he speaks: a life that ultimately can never be destroyed, 

a life that has conquered death itself, a life which is offered to all those who 

will believe and trust in him. 

 

Entrusted permanently into his care: To give something to another's care 

and keeping; to spiritually entrust someone to another's care. This verb form, 

used eight times in this prayer, serves as another signal flag for John's 

readers and it stresses the enduring effects of this action. Here John is 

emphasizing that Jesus' care is permanent. 

 

In your presence: Being in someone's presence means being physically 

near, by the side of, or in the company of that person. Literally, this word 

means at your house. 

 

 

Reflecting: 
 

1.  What does Jesus want God to do when he prays, "clothe your Son in 

radiance and splendor"? 

 

2.  What is your understanding of life and death? How does your under- 

standing compare with the definitions above? 

 

3.  According to this prayer, God has entrusted our spiritual well-being to 

Jesus' care. What has Jesus done to care for you? How does it make you 

feel to know that his care is permanent? 

 
 

Diving Deeper: 
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The First Request 
 

Jesus opens his farewell prayer with the most comforting word he can offer 

his anxious disciples: Father. Abba. Daddy. Into this moment of darkness, 

doubt, and despair, Jesus invites his Daddy to join the conversation, to take 

the seat at the head of the table, to come into troubled hearts and minds. 

Then, in his Daddy's presence, Jesus pours out his heart, revealing the 

intense desires which pulse within its every beat. 

 

Jesus' first request is a petition for himself: "Father, the hour of salvation has 

come. Glorify your Son. Clothe me in radiance and splendor. Reveal my 

weight, my power, my magnificence to the world." It sounds as if Jesus is 

praying for a dazzling display of his own power and authority as God's Son: 

"Give me a golden crown and a royal robe and let's show these people just 

how important I really am." 

 

But of course, this is not what Jesus is requesting. When Jesus says, "Father, 

the hour has come," we recall that in John's Gospel the hour of God's glorious 

victory is the same hour of Jesus' terrible suffering. Jesus knows that his own 

weight—his own importance—can only be revealed through his own sacrifice. 

So when Jesus prays, "Glorify your Son," he is really saying, "Crucify me." He 

is praying for his own horrible, ugly, brutal death. Jesus knows that his glory 

will come not with a kingly crown of power, but with a gnarled cross of pain. 

Why would Jesus pray for such a thing? 

 

 

The Purpose Clauses 
 

Why? This is an important question. Throughout this prayer, Jesus 

encourages us to ask why and to look for the reasons behind his requests. In 

order to do this, we must be able to identify a very important grammatical 

construction: the purpose clause. In our language, a purpose clause usually 

begins with the phrase "in order that" or "so that." A purpose clause always 

answers the question why. Let me give you an example. When my children 

were young, I constantly told them, "Eat your vegetables." Upon reaching the 

age of two, they would ask (two or three times every day at every meal), 

"Why?"  And I would repeat my answer, "So that you will grow up to be 

strong and healthy." The purpose clause explained the reason behind my 

request. 

 

I find it extremely interesting to note that there are eighteen purpose clauses 

in Jesus' farewell prayer. Each purpose clause raises these questions: Why 

does Jesus ask for this? What is Jesus' ultimate goal? What does Jesus seek 

to accomplish when God grants this request? However, more than just raising 

the questions, the purpose clauses underline the answers to these questions. 

And, oh, Jesus wants us to understand these answers. Jesus takes great care 
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in this prayer to explain the reasons behind each of his requests. The fact is, 

it is within these purpose clauses that we actually encounter Jesus' deepest 

desires and greatest goals.  

 

So we are encouraged to ask: Why does Jesus pray for his own execution? 

Let's examine the three purpose clauses in this passage and find out. 

 

Purpose #1: Glory. Jesus prays, "Glorify your Son so that your Son may 

then expose the magnitude of your significance—your glory." Here Jesus 

plainly states that he is praying for his own crucifixion because he wants his 

Daddy’s glory—his Daddy's weight and power—to be revealed. Jesus' goal 

here is to point to something even greater than himself. When his disciples 

gaze at the cross, Jesus wants them to look beyond the pain, beyond the 

grave, and to behold God's glorious victory over death. He wants the cross to 

point not to himself but to God. 

 

Purpose #2: Eternal life. The second purpose clause is found within this 

statement: "You granted him absolute power over all humanity so that he 

might grant the gift of eternal life to all those whom you entrusted to his 

care." Here Jesus explains how, like a governor who is granted authority by a 

king, he was granted absolute power and free reign over all people by God. 

Why did God grant this authority? Unlike the king who sends a governor to 

rule over and tax his people, God sent Jesus in order to offer his people a 

free gift: the gift of eternal life. 

 

This second purpose clause is unique because in it Jesus reveals to us not 

only what he wants, but also what God wants. And clearly what God wants is 

for all people to receive the gift of eternal life through his Son. All people. 

Eternal life. With these words, the Son discloses the Father's ultimate desire. 

 

Purpose #3: Knowing intimately. A third purpose clause pops up in the 

next statement: "Indeed, this hour of sacrifice and salvation2 is the gift of 

eternal life, given so that these people may intimately know you, the only 

true God, and Jesus Christ, the one whom you sent." This purpose clause 

raises more questions: Why does Jesus bestow upon us the gift of eternal 

life? What is the purpose behind his sacrifice? These particular questions 

muddle some of my long-held beliefs. You see, I had always thought that the 

gift of eternal life was God's highest purpose. I thought that Jesus died on 

the cross so that we could have eternal life. Period. I mean, wasn't that 

Jesus' ultimate goal? 

2 For Greek students: reading some English translations, I had assumed the word this pointed forward to the 

phrase to know you [God]. But know is not an infinitive here; like in the other seventeen i[na clauses in this 

passage, the verb which follows is a subjunctive. This is a purpose clause which cannot be translated as to 

know and therefore cannot be substituted for this. This is the feminine au[th and refers back to the main 

subject in the passage, h[ w[ra —the hour of glorification. 
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Apparently not. This purpose clause points us to something even more 

important. Jesus states that eternal life was given "so that they may 

intimately know you…" Jesus did not sacrifice himself just so that we will not 

die, just so that we can keep on moving and breathing. Eternal life is given 

so that we can know in our hearts who God truly is. Eternal life is given so 

that we can meet the real God face-to-face, heart-to-heart. Eternal life is 

given so that we can experience a deep, emotional connection with the one 

and only Creator and Master of the universe. Furthermore, eternal life is 

given so that we can also become the personal companions and close friends 

of his perfect Son. 

 

Let us underscore this important truth: the gift of eternal life was not granted 

so that we can gain a new life after we have died. Contrary to popular belief, 

eternal life is not about life after death. Instead, eternal life is about having 

life right now. It is about experiencing a deep understanding of and a 

passionate relationship with the Source of Life today. We do not have to wait 

until we die; Jesus says that God wants us to know him today, tomorrow, 

and for the rest of all eternity. 

 

So you see in this passage, the purpose clauses show us that Jesus makes 

his request, "Glorify your Son," not only because Jesus wants to reveal God's 

glory to us, not only because God wants Jesus to bestow upon us the gift of 

eternal life, but ultimately because Jesus' most passionate hope is for all of 

humanity to enter into a never-ending relationship with our Father and his 

beloved Son. The final goal is not glory. The final goal is not even the defeat 

of death. The final goal is the relationship. And the tapestry continues to 

unfold. 

 

 

A Personal Appeal 
 

At the end of this passage, Jesus repeats his request: "And now glorify me—

clothe me in radiance and splendor—Father, in your presence." If we look 

carefully, we will notice a subtle change here from the original request found 

at the beginning of the prayer. There Jesus referred to himself in the third 

person, "Glorify your Son." But here Jesus speaks in the first person, "Glorify 

me." What is so significant about this difference? When Jesus speaks in the 

third person, "Glorify your Son," he is making a formal request. This is the 

prayer uttered for the benefit of those gathered around, a prayer spoken to 

uplift troubled hearts and minds. However, when Jesus shifts to the first 

person, "Glorify me," his request becomes personal. This is a heart-to-heart 

prayer, a private appeal from a Son to his beloved Daddy. 

 

The request begins with a backward glance: "On earth, I revealed your 

wealth, your weight, and your magnificence; I completed the mission which 
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you have entrusted me to do." God had sent Jesus to earth with a specific 

task in mind. The mission was clearly defined. Through his preaching, 

teaching, and miracles, Jesus revealed God's glory. Now the mission has 

been successfully completed. Only one task remains, and Jesus prays, 

"Glorify me in your presence with the same magnificent splendor which I had 

in your presence before the world existed." 

 

The backward glance lengthens. Before the world began, Jesus lived in his 

Daddy's house, by his Daddy's side. It was the only home he had ever 

known. Yet for the last thirty-three years, he has been away, living instead in 

a filthy, broken, fallen world. It has been a long time; it has been an 

exhausting mission. So now when Jesus prays, "Glorify me, Daddy, in your 

presence—at your house," what he is really asking is to come home. 

 

The cross is not just an instrument of brutality for Jesus. It is his passage 

back to his Daddy's side. 

 

 

An Invitation: 
 

Throughout this study as we have examined Jesus' prayers, we have always 

asked the question, "How can understanding this prayer change the way we 

pray?" However, Jesus' farewell prayer calls into question not only how we 

pray, but why we pray. Personally, this prayer has challenged me to ask 

myself some very tough questions, especially about my prayers of petition: 

Why am I asking God for this? What is the goal of my prayer? What is the 

ultimate purpose behind this request? What does this prayer reveal about my 

strongest desires? If prayer really is a window to one's heart, what do people 

see when I pray? Sometimes the answers to these questions are very 

unsettling, especially when I compare my prayers to Jesus'. 

 

When I look into the window of my own prayers of petition, I am often 

ashamed of what I see—a whinny, selfish, spoiled brat who is totally focused 

on her own shallow desires. Most often, I find myself praying for Band-Aids: 

quick fixes for some physical or emotional discomfort. For example, when I 

am sick, I pray for healing; when my friend's husband walks out on her, I ask 

God to bring him back; when a neighbor loses a loved one, I pray for God to 

console him. The purpose behind all of these prayers is the same: for God to 

take away the pain—physical or emotional—and make us all feel better. Even 

my prayers for things such as a better job for a relative, a new home for 

victims of a house fire, my children's success at school—even in those 

prayers, my predominant goal is to achieve a certain level of physical and 

emotional comfort for someone. In the end I find myself praying from crisis 

to crisis, the purpose always being to squelch the crisis. What a sad way to 

pray. What a sad way to live a life. What a sad substitute for a meaningful 

relationship with God. 
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I look into Jesus' window and I see a heart that yearns for something deeper. 

Jesus is not focused on physical or emotional concerns. Jesus does not pray 

for Band-Aids. Instead, Jesus directs his prayers toward things that are 

spiritual and eternal. Jesus does not pray in order for someone to have good 

health; Jesus prays so that this person will have eternal life. Jesus does not 

pray in order for someone to earn more money or to have a nicer house; 

Jesus prays so that this person will have a permanent home in God's 

mansion. Jesus does not pray in order for a child to receive a better 

education; Jesus prays so that all children—and adults as well—will gain a 

more intimate knowledge of who their Daddy really is. 

 

What about you? What are the purposes behind your prayers? What do you 

see when you look into your own window? Perhaps, like me, you may find 

that you need to aim higher. 



 

                                                                                                                                Page 149 

 

Chapter 19:  Keep the Disciples Safe 
 
 

Scripture: 

 
I revealed your name to these people whom you have taken 

out of the sinful world and entrusted to my care. They were 

yours, and you entrusted them to me, and they have carefully 

guarded your Word—your divine revelation in me. Now they know 

in their hearts that all the things which you have permanently 

placed in my care are from you; for the teachings which you 

have entrusted to me, I have entrusted to them. They accepted 

these teachings and truly understood within the depths of their 

hearts that I came from your side, and they believed that you 

sent me. 

 

I pray for these people. I am not praying for the sinful world, 

but for those whom you have entrusted to me because they 

belong to you. All those who are mine are yours and yours are 

mine, and I have revealed my own significance to them. I am 

no longer going to be in the sinful world. Though these are 

going to remain in the sinful world, I am coming to you. Holy 

Father, keep safe* within the power of your name those whom you 

have entrusted to my care, so that they may be one in heart, 

mind, and purpose just as we are one in heart, mind, and 

purpose. When I was with them in the sinful world, I kept them 

safe within the power of your name. Those whom you 

entrusted to me, I protected, and not one of them was lost 

except the son of perdition, in order that the prophecy of 

Scripture might be fulfilled. And now I am coming to you, and I 

am speaking these things here in the world so that my people 

may experience my joy perfectly accomplished within them. I 

have permanently entrusted your Word to their care, and the 

sinful world has wrongfully hated them because they are not part 

of that godless world, just as I am not part of that godless 

world. I am not praying so that you would remove them from 

the sinful world, but so that you would keep them safely away 

from the Evil One. Spiritually, they no more belong to the sinful 

world than I belong to the sinful world. 
 

-John 17:6–16 

 

* Imperative verb = Jesus' actual request to God; this is what Jesus is asking God to do. 
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Diving Deeper:1 
 

Sinful world: Also translated in this passage as the fallen world or the 

godless world, the sinful world is the part of creation that has turned away 

from God and remains separated from God by sin, hatred, and evil. The sinful 

world stands in direct contrast to the Kingdom of God, which is the portion of 

creation that has accepted God's grace and has entered into a new 

relationship with God through Jesus Christ. 

 

Word—your divine revelation in me: At the beginning of the Gospel, John 

identifies God's Word as both the creative power that first brought the world 

into being, as well as the One who "became flesh and dwelt among us." The 

Word of God is most clearly revealed to us through the words and works of 

Jesus Christ. 

 

Accepted: To accept another's teachings means more than receiving words 

of wisdom; these teachings are treasured within one's heart and used to 

guide one's daily life. 

 

Pray: Here John again uses the Greek word erotao to refer to Jesus' prayer; 

see Chapter 16. 

 

Holy: This word describes God's innermost nature. To be holy is to be pure 

and perfect. Holiness is the opposite of anything that is earthly and 

creaturely.  

 

Keep safe: Note here that this request is for spiritual, not physical 

protection. Jesus is asking God to keep his followers spiritually unharmed. 

 

Within the power of your name: Literally, this phrase means "in your 

name." Remember, the name represents one's power and will. Here the 

effect (keeping the disciples safe) is brought about by keeping them in (near, 

close to) God's name/power/will. Spiritual safety rests in one's nearness to 

God's powerful presence. 

 

One in heart, mind, and purpose: Sometimes translated as united, being 

made one means adopting identical patterns of thought and will; it means to 

desire and to work toward the same goals. Those who are united act together 

as a single unit to achieve the same objective. 

 

Protected: The image here is that of someone vigilantly standing watch over 

something. The original word described a shepherd guarding a flock of sheep. 

 

1The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 176. 
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Lost: This word does not mean to temporarily lose one's way. To become 

lost means to wander around and then to be destroyed; it is to perish. This 

word conjures up another shepherding image: that of a sheep wandering 

away from the protection of its shepherd and being devoured by predators. 

 

Son of perdition: This is a horrible phrase; it describes someone who is 

destined to destruction and ruin, someone who has fallen victim to eternal 

destruction and torment. And what is the cause of this terrible destruction? It 

is the victim's own choice that leads to this devastation: when the son of 

perdition chooses to wander away, he becomes lost and, ultimately, he 

perishes. 

 

Joy: This is an action noun; joy is rejoicing, and it describes an active 

response rather than just an inward feeling. In John 16:20-24, Jesus 

compares his own joy to a woman in childbirth; the sorrow of suffering is 

replaced by the joy of salvation as new life is brought into the world. Jesus 

wants the disciples to experience this pure, perfect joy. 

 

Perfectly accomplished: This word is difficult to translate into one or two 

English words. In one sense, perfectly accomplished means to bring 

something to its highest degree. I like to image a bottle of soda that is 

shaken up and about to burst—this is the way Jesus wants his joy to feel 

within us. But to perfectly accomplish something includes more than a bubbly 

feeling; it is achieved only after one has finished an assignment completely 

and without a single error. 

 

Wrongfully hated: This word describes both an undeserved feeling (to hate 

someone without a cause) and an unjust action (to persecute that person out 

of that hatred). 

 

Evil One: The Wicked One, the devil, the ruler of the sinful world. This is the 

one who turns away from God and stands in direct opposition to God. 

 

 

Reflecting: 
 

1.  What exactly do you suppose Jesus wants God to do when he asks God to 

keep the disciples safe? What do you want God to do when you ask him to 

keep your loved ones safe? 

 

2.  Who was the son of perdition? What happened to him? Why was he not 

safe? 

 

3.  Have you ever experienced the type of joy described above? What 

triggered your joy?  
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4.  Have you ever perfectly accomplished an assignment? If so, was that 

accomplishment accompanied by a feeling of joy? 

 

5.  Why does Jesus make a special effort to point out that he is not praying 

for God to remove his followers from the sinful world? What does this 

mean in terms of their safety? 

 

6.  Why does the sinful world hate and persecute Jesus' followers? 

 
 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

A Special Group 
 

In the next two sections of his prayer, Jesus turns his attention to the needs 

of his disciples. His petitions are now for them. At the beginning of this 

passage, Jesus prays, "I revealed your name to these people whom you have 

taken out of the sinful world and entrusted to my care." Here Jesus describes 

the disciples as a special group of people whom God has called out of the 

arena of the fallen world and into the arms of Jesus' protective care. Two 

things are noteworthy: first, the care referred to is spiritual, not physical. And 

secondly, the entrusting is permanent. Jesus' care for these followers will 

never cease. 

 

This movement of the disciples away from the fallen world and into Jesus' 

care reminds me of the story of Abraham and Sarah. Abraham and Sarah's 

movement away from their homeland and into the promised land symbolized 

their movement toward a new relationship with God. The disciples' 

movement into Jesus' protective care is likewise the mark of a new 

relationship with God. Jesus established this new relationship when he 

revealed God's name to this special group, and during the three years that 

Jesus has spent with the disciples, the relationship has flourished: "They 

have carefully guarded your Word—your divine revelation in me. Now they 

know in their hearts that all the things which you have permanently 

entrusted to my care are from you; for the teachings which you have 

entrusted to me, I have entrusted to them. They accepted these teachings 

and truly understood within the depths of their hearts that I came from your 

side, and they believed that you sent me." 

 

So much has happened! The disciples have guarded—preserved and 

obeyed—God's divine Word. They have received Jesus' teachings as having 

come from the Father himself, and they have used these teachings as a 

guide for their lives. Even more importantly, Jesus has been able to pass the 

torch—to entrust these teachings to the disciples for their preservation and 

deliverance to others. However, the most significant development over the 
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past three years is that the disciples have come to truly know and to 

sincerely believe that God sent his Son to them. This belief—this faith, this 

trust—has cemented the new relationship. 

 

It is for this special group that Jesus prays when he says, "I pray for these 

people. I am not praying for the sinful world, but for those whom you have 

entrusted to my care because they belong to you. All those who are mine are 

yours and yours are mine and I have revealed my own significance to them." 

This band of believers belongs to God; they are the Father's beloved 

possessions. Likewise, they belong to Jesus, and it is to these cherished 

disciples that Jesus has revealed his importance—his power to give eternal 

life. Yet now Jesus must leave this group behind: "I am no longer going to be 

in the sinful world. Though these are going to remain in the sinful world, I am 

coming to you." In his petition, Jesus now reveals his greatest concern for 

these followers. 

 

 

Keep Them Safe 
 

The second request that Jesus makes in his final prayer is this: "Holy Father, 

keep safe within the power of your name those whom you have entrusted to 

my care." Jesus is concerned about the spiritual safety of his followers. There 

are many dangers and temptations lurking about in the fallen world, and 

after all, the disciples are only human. Jesus does not want to leave them 

spiritually unprotected. So he prays, "Holy Father—my perfect Daddy—keep 

them safe." 

 

Jesus continues, "When I was with them in the sinful world, I kept them safe 

within the power of your name. Those whom you have entrusted to me, I 

protected." The Greek word used here brings to mind the image of a 

shepherd standing guard over his flock. In John 10, Jesus used the same 

image when he declared, "I am the Good Shepherd. The Good Shepherd lays 

down his life for his sheep…my sheep hear my voice and I know them, and 

they follow me, and I give them eternal life; and they shall never perish, and 

no one shall snatch them out of my hand." (John 10:11, 27-28). While Jesus 

was on earth, he created a fold for his sheep—a place of spiritual safety 

within the sinful world. The sheep who followed the Shepherd into the fold 

were completely protected. Nothing could snatch them away from the 

Shepherd's hand. 

 

Of course, this was not a physical place like a synagogue or the Temple or 

even an upper room. Instead, it was a spiritual refuge, a place Jesus 

describes as "within the power of your name." Within. Near. Close to. Moving 

into the safety of the fold meant moving spiritually closer to God's name. It 

meant moving into the obedient circle of God's will, into the trusting circle of 

belief in God's power. According to Jesus, our spiritual protection rests in our 
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nearness to God's powerful presence. While he was on earth, the Shepherd 

showed the sheep how to move closer, how to move into the safety of the 

fold. Now the departing Shepherd is asking his Daddy to take over his watch, 

to stand guard over the fold, to maintain this place of safety, to stay close to 

his sheep. 

 

Unfortunately, not all of Jesus' sheep are safe. Jesus continues, "Those whom 

you have entrusted to me, I protected, and not one of them was lost except 

the son of perdition, in order that the prophecy of Scripture might be 

fulfilled." Jesus foresaw that lifeless body dangling from the rope which was 

pulled tightly about its neck. Quite unexpectedly, we encounter the most 

disturbing image in Jesus' prayer. 

 

 

The Son of Perdition 
 

The son of perdition. The son of destruction. The son of eternal torment and 

pain. Judas. What happened to Judas? Why didn't Jesus protect Judas? Did 

Jesus lack the power to protect him, or did Jesus just not want to save this 

one disciple? These are wretched questions, yet we need to understand the 

answers to them. 

 

I myself believe that the key to understanding Judas lies within a single 

word: "Not one of them was lost except…" The word lost conjures up another 

shepherding image. A sheep becomes lost when it wanders away from its 

shepherd's protection. Judas is the sheep who chooses to wander away. He 

leaves the fold in order to wander back into the sinful world, and, like all lost 

sheep who refuse to heed the Shepherd's call, Judas eventually falls victim to 

predators of destruction. His betrayal was foreseen and foretold in Scripture: 

"Yes, even my good friend, the one whom I trusted, the one who ate my 

bread, he has lifted high his heel in order to crush me" (Ps 41:9).  

 

In Judas, we see that while Jesus possesses both the power and the desire to 

protect us, we still possess the power to walk away. In Judas, we also see 

the horrifying consequences of such a choice. To leave the fold, to turn away 

from our relationship with Jesus, to wander away from the light of salvation 

and love is to wander back into the darkness of sin, separation, ruin, 

destruction, and torment. Such a choice is real. Such consequences are real. 

In Judas, we see that our Savior—as much as he loves us—will not remove 

these destructive consequences from our lives. Why not? Because to remove 

the consequences is to remove the choices. And the sheep are not slaves. 

They are free. If they choose to remain in the fold, nothing can snatch them 

away. Yet they can always walk away. Do not misunderstand the meaning 

behind Jesus' prayer: while Judas's choice was the fulfillment of a prophetic 

foretelling, it was not the fulfillment of Jesus' desire. Judas was free to 

choose, but in his choosing, he surely broke his Shepherd's heart. 
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Complete Joy 
 

Standing in sharp contrast to the son of perdition are the remaining eleven 

disciples. Just as Jesus has foreseen Judas's choice to wander away, Jesus 

has also foreseen the disciples' choice to remain close to God's protective 

power. Knowing that these beloved followers will remain spiritually safe, 

eternally safe, brings Jesus the highest measure of perfect joy. 

 

Jesus wants the disciples to see what he sees. God will maintain a place of 

spiritual safety within the fallen world. Though the Shepherd is leaving, the 

disciples have nothing to fear. The fold is still secure. So Jesus can pray, "And 

now I am coming to you [Father], and I am speaking these things here in the 

world so that my people may experience my joy perfectly accomplished 

within them." Jesus wants the disciples to see their future—their eternal 

safety—so that they can share this state of pure and lasting joy. 

 

 

The Purpose Clause 
 

The spiritual safety of the disciples is very important to Jesus, but we must 

note that he does not ask for safety just for safety's sake. Again we find a 

higher purpose behind the request: "Holy Father keep them safe…so that 

they may be one in heart, mind, and purpose just as we are one in heart, 

mind, and purpose." It is not the disciples' safety but their unity—their ability 

to come together with a singleness of thought, will, and action—which is the 

ultimate goal of Jesus' second request. 

 

How does spiritual safety bring about this unity, this oneness? Sharing 

common experiences, common feelings, and a common bond leads to unity. 

When the disciples move into the safety of God's presence, they share the 

common experience of having a close relationship with their loving Father. 

When they realize that his protective care is eternal, they share that common 

feeling of perfect joy which Jesus has just described. When they respond to 

the call of the same Shepherd, they discover that strong bonds—strong 

relationships—bind them to one another and into one flock. Yes, these shared 

experiences unite the disciples into a single unit. 

 

This unity is extremely important to Jesus, as we shall see in the next 

chapter. It is a goal for which he truly yearns. However, Jesus makes it clear 

that this unity is built on spiritual, not physical safety. The future of this flock 

is by no means a happily-ever-after fairytale. 

 

 

Spiritual Versus Physical Safety 
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Jesus prays, "I have permanently entrusted your Word to their care and the 

sinful world has wrongfully hated them because they are not part of that 

godless world, just as I am not part of that godless world. I am not praying 

so that you would remove them from the sinful world, but so that you would 

keep them safely away from the Evil One." The disciples are indeed a unique 

group. Spiritually, like Jesus, they are not part of the sinful world. The sinful 

world lives separated from God by sin, hatred, and evil. The disciples do not 

belong to this world. They belong to the Kingdom of God, redeemed by God's 

Word and restored to a right relationship with him. Yet physically the 

disciples continue to live within this fallen world. This brings conflict, hatred, 

and persecution upon the disciples. Jesus understands that spiritual safety 

will often result in physical and emotional pain. Yet he refuses to ask his 

Father for the disciples' physical safety; he will not ask God to physically 

remove them from the godless world. He only prays for spiritual safety. 

 

Why? Why does Jesus not also pray for the disciples' physical protection? 

Jesus had the desire to ask his Father to keep the disciples safely away from 

the Evil One. Why did he not also have the desire to ask that they be kept 

safely away from the sinful world and its hateful persecution? We cannot find 

the answer to these questions here in this part of Jesus' prayer. The answer 

to our why questions—the higher purpose, the greater goal—lies in the next 

section of Jesus' prayer. When we find this answer, we will also receive our 

invitation regarding how Jesus wants us to incorporate these insights into our 

own prayers. So let us now turn to the next request. 
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Chapter 20:  Sanctify Them 

 
 

Scripture: 

 
Sanctify* these believers by your truth; your Word is truth. Just 

as you sent me into the godless world on a divine mission, I 

also send them into the godless world. And for their sakes I am 

dedicating myself as an offering so that they also may be set apart 

by truth. 

 

And not only for these followers do I pray, but also for those 

who shall put their trust in me because of my followers' witness. 

The goal of my prayer is that they all may be united as one in 

heart, mind, and purpose, just as you, Father, are in me and I 

am in you, and also that they may be united as one in us so that 

the sinful world might believe that you sent me. And the glory 

which you have entrusted to me I have permanently entrusted 

to them, so that they may be united as one just as we are 

united—I in them and you in me—so that they may be perfectly 

united in heart, mind, and purpose and so that the sinful world 

might know in their hearts that you sent me and loved them 

[the disciples] just as you loved me. 
 

-John 17:17–23 

 
 

A Quick Dip:1 
 

Sanctify/set apart: This Greek word is often translated in different ways: 

sanctify, set apart, dedicate, or make something holy. To sanctify means to 

take something that is common (a building, vessel, or person) and set it 

apart for a special, spiritual use. Sanctification is not a moral action; there is 

nothing we can do to sanctify ourselves or any other object. Sanctification is 

a divinely produced state of being, and only God—who alone is holy—can 

sanctify what is unholy and impure. 

 

Truth: God's divine truth contains several noteworthy characteristics. First, 

truth is valid; we can believe in and put our trust in God's truth. Second, 

truth cannot change. Even when everything around us has changed, God's 

truth—his Word, his teachings, his revelation, his character—remains the 

same. Finally, truth is eternal. The grass withers, the flower fades, but God's 

* Imperative verb = Jesus' actual request to God; this is what Jesus is asking God to do. 
1 The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 176. 
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truth can never be destroyed. It will continue to exist long after this world 

has faded away. 

 

Dedicating myself as an offering: This phrase contains the same verb as 

described above, but the phrase here means, "I am sanctifying myself." 

Jesus sanctifies himself by placing himself on the cross as an offering. Since 

God alone has the ability to sanctify someone, when Jesus claims to be able 

to sanctify himself, he is actually declaring his own divinity: Jesus, who 

possesses the power to sanctify both himself and others, is God. 

 

Witness: The Greek here is usually translated as Word and refers to God's 

divine Word or his revelation in Jesus Christ. The disciples' Word is the very 

same Word that they have received from God, and they will use this Word—

this revelation of Jesus Christ the Savior—as their witness to the fallen world. 

 

In me/in you/ in us: The use of in denotes a close, personal relationship 

between those mentioned in these phrases.  

 
 

Reflecting: 
 

1.  Do you see yourself as sanctified—holy, set apart from what is common? 

Why or why not? 

 

2.  For what special use has God sanctified you? 

 

3.  What comes to your mind when you hear Jesus speak about his followers 

being "united as one"? Are we believers truly united? 

 

4.  How does it make you feel to know that Jesus' request is not just for 

those followers gathered around this table, but for all believers, including 

you and me? 

 

 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

Jesus' Second Request for the Disciples 
 

In his farewell prayer, after asking his Daddy to keep the disciples safe, Jesus 

makes a second request concerning his followers: "Sanctify them by your 

truth; your Word is truth." Sanctify. Lift up something that is common and 

ordinary and set it apart; make it fit for a special, holy purpose. Sanctification 

is a big word that is often spoken by preachers and theologians; it is also a 

word whose meaning is difficult to hold onto once the sermon or lecture has 
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ended. We need a concrete image to help us firmly grasp the meaning of this 

academic term and, more importantly, the meaning of Jesus' petition. 

Fortunately, at this very table in the upper room, the gospel writers record 

for us just such a specific example of sanctification.2 During the Passover 

meal, Jesus reaches down and lifts up a piece of bread, the most common 

food in Palestine. When Jesus lifts up this piece of bread—giving thanks and 

passing it around with the words, "Take, eat, this is my body"—this common 

food becomes a holy element of remembrance. In the same manner, an 

ordinary cup of wine is also sanctified. Through the touch of the Master's 

hand, what was common and ordinary has now become something 

extraordinary. 

 

This is exactly what Jesus is asking God to do to the disciples when he prays, 

"Sanctify them." Jesus wants his followers to be set apart from the common, 

ordinary lot of humanity in order to become an extraordinary group of men 

and women. But how does this happen? What is it that sets the disciples 

apart from everyone else? Jesus declares that truth—God's life-giving Word—

is the instrument which God uses to sanctify Jesus' followers. When God 

reveals his truth to the disciples, his revelation sets them apart and makes 

them unique. They become holy because this truth that they now possess is 

holy. It is very important to understand that Jesus' followers are not 

sanctified because of who they are. They are not sanctified by anything that 

they have done. Instead, they are sanctified by what they have received. 

 

Jesus himself has an important role to play in the process of sanctification, 

"And for their sakes I am dedicating [sanctifying] myself as an offering in 

order that they also may be set apart [sanctified] by truth." When the 

disciples watch Jesus place himself as an offering on the cross, they witness 

two truths: Jesus' divine power (demonstrated by his ability to sanctify 

himself) and God's unconditional love (demonstrated through the gift of his 

beloved Son). Jesus' power and God's love. Once again, being able to witness 

and to understand these truths separate the disciples from the rest of the 

sinful, unbelieving world. 

 

 

A Special Use 
 

There is more to sanctification, however, than just being set apart. When we 

read in Scripture about objects that are sanctified—a cup, a building—we find 

that these items are not set aside just to look pretty. They are sanctified for 

a special purpose. They are set apart for a special use. In the same way, the 

disciples are not sanctified just so they can sit around and look holy. Instead, 

Jesus asks God to set them apart because he has a holy purpose for them: 

2 See Matt 26:26-29; Mark 14:22-25; and Luke 22:17-20. 
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"Just as you sent me into the godless world on a divine mission, I also send 

them into the godless world." After asking his Daddy to keep them safe and 

set them apart, Jesus directs these sanctified disciples back out into the 

dangerous, hostile world. 

 

So we see that within every sanctification there is also included a sending. 

Spiritually, we must remain close to God's protective power, but physically, 

we must go back out into the fallen world. If we refuse to go, if we refuse to 

allow God to use us in a special way, then we reject our own sanctification. 

Jesus did not ask God to set us apart merely to be pew warmers. There is a 

higher purpose—and a deeper meaning—for our lives. 

 

I use the word we because Jesus is careful to point out that this request is 

made not just for those gathered in this room: "And not only for these 

followers do I pray , but also for those who shall put their trust in me 

because of their witness." Two insights may be gleaned here. First, Jesus 

reveals a glimpse into the future: the disciples will carry God's Word into the 

fallen world; others will hear and believe. Success is assured. Secondly, 

Jesus reveals that this is not a first generation prayer; the requests to keep 

his followers safe and to sanctify them are not only for these Eleven but for 

all of Jesus' disciples for all time to come. Jesus wants you and me to clearly 

understand that this prayer and these desires are spoken for every person 

who will ever have a permanent relationship with God's Son. 

 

 

The Purpose Clauses: Unity 
 

Now that we have a better understanding about what Jesus is asking God to 

do when he prays, "Sanctify them," we can turn again to our familiar 

question: Why? Why does Jesus ask God to sanctify the disciples? It is 

impossible to miss the answer to this question. Four times in seven verses 

Jesus repeats what he has already said: "So that they may be united as 

one." As we stated earlier, unity is extremely important to Jesus. Now he 

carefully defines this unity for his listeners. 

 

Unity among believers. In verse 21 Jesus prays, "The goal of my prayer is 

that they all may be united as one in heart, mind, and purpose just as you, 

Father, are in me and I am in you." This purpose clause underlines an acute 

longing: Jesus wants his disciples to experience the same kind of unity with 

one another which he and his Daddy share. This unity is illustrated by the 

phrases in me and in you. These phrases describe both a warm, personal 

relationship and a deep spiritual connection between two persons or beings. 

Plainly put, Jesus wants his followers to possess the same type of intimacy in 

their relationships with one another which he and his Daddy share. 

 

Unity with the Father and Son. Jesus continues, "And also that they may 
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be united as one in us." Besides being united with one another, Jesus also 

wants his followers to experience a oneness with both himself and his Daddy. 

The ultimate relationship, of course, is unity with the Father—for the 

disciples' hearts, minds, and spirits to be united with God's Spirit. However, it 

is essential for us to understand that if we believers are to enjoy unity with 

God, we must also experience unity with both God's Son and our fellow 

disciples. Consider this: How can we possibly be close to the Father if we 

have rejected his beloved Son? And how can we say that we have a personal 

relationship with Jesus Christ if we speak ill of one of his followers? You see, 

the strength of one relationship depends upon the strength of the others. 

 

This insight was crystallized for me one day when I was helping with a party 

in my son's classroom at school. While the children were eating, several 

mothers stood around chatting. One conversation caught my ear: "Oh, yes, I 

know her. She goes to such-and-such church. We used to go there, but we 

don't anymore. In fact, we left because of her…" And the conversation 

continued in criticism of this particular person. 

 

I have listened to many similar conversations in the past. I am ashamed to 

admit that I have actively participated in many such conversations. The fact 

is, this speaker could have been me. Yet this time, because I had been 

studying this prayer, these words pierced my heart. Given that I was 

beginning to understand just how important unity among believers is to my 

Master, when I perceived the brokenness and bitterness which had arisen 

between these two sister disciples, a deep sense of sadness settled over my 

own spirit. Jesus' words, "united as one…united as one,” raced through my 

mind, driving home this heart-wrenching truth: we believers can never be 

one in purpose and will with our Father if we are tearing away at our 

relationships with one another. 

 

I think back over the conflicts I have had with my fellow believers in the past. 

Most of my criticisms were voiced because a brother or sister did something 

or said something that differed from what I would have said or done. The 

truth is, I became disgruntled when I did not get my way. I got bent out of 

shape because people around me did not think and behave like me. Yet no 

two followers of Jesus are exactly alike. Jesus called a fisherman and a tax 

collector to sit at the same table. Like those first disciples, we are all very 

different. God created us to be this way, and Jesus did not come to erase the 

differences. When Jesus prayed for us, he did not pray so that we would all 

become the same. He did not pray so that God would change the sheep and 

remake them into clones. No, Jesus prayed so that God would take the 

different sheep and unite them into one flock. 

 

Sometimes in my relationships with fellow believers, I treat them like they 

belong to a different Shepherd. We may be different sheep. We may even be 

on different paths: some may be traveling over snowy mountains, some may 
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be strolling through green valleys, some may be trudging across arid deserts. 

But we are all guided by the same Shepherd, and—ultimately—he is leading 

us all in the same direction. Different as we may be, we still belong to the 

same fold. 

 

The Scripture is clear. The purpose behind Jesus' prayer was not to produce a 

people who would all worship him in the exact same fashion or who would 

celebrate the Lord's Supper in the same way. He did not pray so that 

everyone would be baptized in a particular manner or develop the same type 

of church government. Instead, the goal of Jesus' prayer was that our shared 

safety and our shared sanctification would unite us in spirit and in purpose. 

 

 

Embracing Unity 
 

Let me share one more insight which I have gained regarding our attitude 

toward unity. I have always viewed unity—especially unity in the church—as 

something toward which we must work to achieve. However, after listening 

to Jesus' prayer, I have come to realize that unity is not a goal. It is a gift. 

Unity, like grace, is provided by God. Just as Jesus prayed, God has used his 

power to save us, to sanctify us, and to bind us perfectly and permanently 

together as one. We are united. Some of us just need to start acting like it. 

 

No, unity does not need to be achieved; it only needs to be embraced. Yet I 

had to ask, "How? How are we supposed to embrace this unity?" I spent 

many hours out in my solitary place seeking an answer to this question. 

Surprisingly, I found the answer to be very simple. In order to embrace our 

unity, all we really need to do is to follow the Shepherd—and to understand 

that we are all following the same Shepherd. The same Shepherd keeps us all 

safe. The same Shepherd sets us all apart and sends us all out on the same 

mission. We all have the same purpose. If we will do this—if we will just 

follow our Shepherd—then whenever we look at the sheep around us, we will 

cease to criticize them just because they have been made differently or have 

been set on a different path. We will truly understand, as Paul said, that a 

body must be made up of different parts in order to function properly. We will 

come to see our differences as an important part of God's plan. 

 

Furthermore, besides joining the flock and following the Shepherd, there is 

one other thing we believers can do that will enable us to embrace our unity. 

We can continually remind ourselves—however painful it may be—that we 

sheep are also united by our shared acts of sinfulness. It is especially 

important to remember this whenever we find ourselves wounded by the 

actions of a fellow sheep. We must not forget that we, too, have often 

injured others. Not one among us is guiltless. So whenever we look upon the 

one who has hurt us, we must not treat her as a fellow believer who stands 

condemned. Instead, we must treat her as a fellow believer who stands 
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redeemed—redeemed by our Shepherd's own blood. Because, more than 

anything else, it is this blood which unites us. 

 

 

The Ultimate Goal 
 

As we stated in the last chapter, unity—as important as it is to Jesus—is not 

the ultimate goal. It is not his deepest wish. There is something more. Jesus 

tells his Daddy that he wants his followers to be united, "So that the sinful 

world might believe that you sent me." Jesus' utmost concern is not for his 

followers but for the sinful world—that part of humanity which is still lost in 

the darkness of separation from God. Everything for which Jesus has asked in 

this prayer—glorify me, keep my followers spiritually safe, set them apart and 

send them out—everything has been requested in order to achieve this one 

purpose: so that the sinful world may come to believe, to trust, to put their 

faith in Jesus' Daddy. 

 

Jesus even states this wish a second time: "The glory which you have 

entrusted to me I have permanently entrusted to [my disciples]…so that they 

may be perfectly united in heart, mind, and purpose and so that the sinful 

world may know in the depths of their hearts that you sent me and loved 

them just as you loved me." Jesus wants the sinful world to know two things: 

that God sent his Son into the world on a divine mission of salvation and that 

God dearly loves all those who accept his Son as their Shepherd and Savior. 

As we have stated time and time again, to know these two things about God 

means to enter into a life-changing relationship with him—a relationship in 

which the fallen one's heart, mind, and spirit become intimately entwined 

with the very heart, mind, and spirit of Jesus' saving Daddy. 

 

Belief and knowledge—trust and intimacy—are more than just the key 

threads upon which Jesus weaves his magnificent tapestry about 

relationships. They are also his two most desperate desires for humanity's 

lost and fallen race. 

 

 

Unity and Belief 
 

Jesus makes it absolutely clear in his prayer that there is a critical connection 

between his followers' unity and the sinful world's belief. Yet when I stop to 

consider it, the connection is not so clear to me. What does unity have to do 

with belief? How do my relationships with God, Christ, and my fellow disciples 

produce faith and trust in unbelievers? 

 

To find out, let us return to the table and the disciples gathered there. Let us 

remember what is about to take place. Just before praying this prayer, Jesus 

told the disciples, "Behold, the hour is coming and indeed it has come when 
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you will be scattered" (John 16:32). Mark 14:27 records Jesus' words this 

way, "For it is written,3 'I will strike the Shepherd and the sheep will be 

scattered." Scattered—like sheep who are being attacked by wolves. Within a 

few hours, Jesus' prediction and Scripture's prophecy would come true. The 

Shepherd would lie bleeding and destroyed. The sheep would be scattered. 

The flock would have vanished. And the sinful world would be laughing. 

 

But then God would move. 

 

Just as Jesus had prayed, God would glorify his Son—and himself—by raising 

the Shepherd up from the dead. And just as Jesus had prayed, God would 

reunite the scattered sheep—each one safe, each one sanctified—with the 

Shepherd who had laid down his life to save them. In both the resurrection of 

the slain Shepherd and the reunion of the scattered flock, the sinful world 

would witness God's power and God's love. They would see, they would know 

in the depths of their hearts that there is no power in existence strong 

enough to snatch away the relationships which God has worked to establish. 

Like the empty tomb, our unity stands as a witness to the fallen world. 

 
 

Physical Protection 
 

At this point, we can turn back to our questions from the last chapter: Why 

did Jesus not pray for the disciples' physical safety? Why did he not ask for 

them to be kept safely away from the hatred and persecution of the sinful 

world? The answer is now apparent. If Jesus had asked his Daddy to keep 

the disciples physically safe, God would have had to separate them from the 

rest of humanity. And separating the disciples would mean removing God's 

witnesses and God's revelation from the dark and desperate world. 

 

So, does Jesus just not care about our physical safety and our physical well-

being? Of course he does. Look at his life. Jesus fed the hungry, healed the 

sick, calmed the storms, comforted the bereaved, raised the dead. Yes, Jesus 

cares. Matthew and Luke both recall a time when Jesus looked at his disciples 

and told them, "Indeed, I am sending you out as lambs in the midst of 

wolves" (Matt 10:16, Luke 10:3). Can you not hear the sorrow and concern 

in Jesus' voice? Jesus dearly loves his disciples; he is their Shepherd. He 

gave his life to protect them. To send them out into the sinful world is a very, 

very difficult thing for him to do. He knows what is going to happen; he tells 

them. They will be persecuted, beaten, stoned, imprisoned, tortured, killed. 

They cannot be sent out and remain physically safe. They cannot remain 

untouched by the pain, suffering, and brutality of the world's sin. So again we 

ask, if Jesus loves his disciples—if he loves us—then why does he send us? 

3 See Zech 13:7 
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Because he also desperately loves those who are still lost. 

 

 

An Invitation: 
 

You know, you and I are able to see how much God loves us when we watch 

him send his only Son into the sinful world to die for us. In the same way, 

the sinful world can see how much Jesus loves them when they watch him 

send us—his beloved followers—back out to deliver his message of love and 

hope to a world filled with pain and brokenness. When Jesus sends us back 

out, he shows the world that it is not enough just to save some of his sheep. 

Jesus is not content to rescue only part of his flock. He wants to save them 

all. It is his most passionate desire. 

 

In the same way, our willingness to leave the safety of the fold—to get up off 

of our comfortable pews and step out among those who sometimes seem like 

wolves—is to demonstrate to the sinful world not only our love for our 

Shepherd, but also our love for them, our lost brothers and sisters. It shows 

the sinful world that our desire is the same as our Shepherd's. We want them 

to know him, to have a personal relationship with him. We want them to be 

united as one in him. And we want them to stand united with us as well. 

 

When we listen to Jesus' prayer, when we look into the window of his heart 

and see his deepest desire, we can hear Jesus extend his invitation to us. Will 

we accept our sanctification? Will we embrace our unity, not just with the 

Father but also with his Son and with our fellow believers? Will we answer the 

call and step back out into the hostile world in order to carry the truth to 

those who still do not understand it? For the sinful world to come to know 

and believe, to gain a permanent relationship with their Daddy—Jesus invites 

us to make this our passionate hope and our heartfelt prayer for each person 

we meet today and every day throughout the rest of our lives. 
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Chapter 21:  I Desire 
 
 

Scripture:* 

 
Father, those whom you have entrusted to my care, I desire, so 

that wherever I am, they also may be in my company. The 

reason I want them in my company is so that they may see my 

glory which you bestowed upon me because you loved me 

before you laid the foundation of the world. 

 

Righteous Father, the godless world has not known you, but I 

know you intimately, and these know in their hearts that you 

sent me. For I have revealed your name to them, and I will 

reveal it so that the love with which you loved me may be in 

them, and I may be in them. 
 

-John 17:24–26 

 

 

A Quick Dip:1 
 

Desire: To desire or to wish for something means, first of all, to want to 

have something for one's own possession. However, we learned in Chapter 7 

that this concept describes more than a personal longing; it also includes the 

idea of a purpose or plan of action that leads to a desired outcome. 

 

See: This verb describes a spectator who is fortunate enough to directly 

observe an event. If you have ever been a spectator at a truly monumental 

occurrence—whether a sports event, a sold-out concert, a witness to a 

natural or human-caused disaster—then you understand that you did more 

than just see that event. You experienced it with all of your physical, 

emotional, and spiritual senses. This is the type of seeing that Jesus is 

describing in this passage when he states that he wants the disciples to see 

his glory. 

 

Righteous: This is a legal term which provokes an image of an honorable 

judge who fairly administers deserved punishments and rewards.  

 

Revealed: This word often refers to the revelation of something secret or 

previously unknown. In John, Jesus is the Revealer who makes God's power 

* Imperative verb = Jesus' actual request to God; this is what Jesus is asking God to do. 
1The original Greek/Hebrew/Aramaic words referred to in this section are listed in the Appendix, page 176. 
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and grace known in a way never before seen. Through Jesus, God reveals his 

secret plan of salvation. 

 

In: Once again, in denotes a close, personal relationship. 

 
 

Reflecting: 
 

1.  What does Jesus desire in this part of his prayer? What actual request 

(imperative verb) does he make known to God? 

 

2.  What exactly does Jesus want his disciples to see? 

 

3.  Why does Jesus use the term righteous Father at this point in his prayer? 

 

4.  If you were one of the disciples sitting at the table with Jesus, how would 

you feel at the conclusion of this prayer? How would you respond? 

 
 

Diving Deeper: 
 

 

Expanding the Vision 
 

One thing that strikes me in this farewell prayer is Jesus' stark honesty. If 

Jesus had been a prizefighter, he would not have pulled any punches. Jesus 

discloses some harsh realities in this prayer: one disciple among his band is 

lost as a son of perdition; the rest will be sent out into a hostile world to face 

hatred, persecution, and death. Somehow these images do not exactly lend 

comfort to already troubled hearts. And, indeed, Jesus does not want these 

to be the lingering images in his disciples' hearts and minds. Although Jesus 

will not erase the truth concerning the perilous mission which lies ahead, he 

wants to give his disciples a larger, more comforting vision. He wants to help 

them see what lies beyond the mission, to ask and answer the question: 

When all has been said and done, what will happen to us in the end—or more 

precisely—after the end? So now Jesus concludes his farewell prayer with a 

vision which embraces the eternal future of his beloved followers. 

 

 

I Desire 
 

Did you notice that there are no imperative verbs in this last section of Jesus' 

prayer? Jesus makes no formal request to God in these last three verses. 

Instead, he simply states, "Daddy, I desire…" What, ultimately, does Jesus 

desire for his followers? Once again I found that, in the past, I have misread 



 

                                                                                                                                Page 168 

 

this passage of Scripture. I had always understood Jesus as saying, "I desire 

for these in my care to be in my company." However, when I carefully 

studied the Greek, I found that Jesus said something rather different. As we 

noted in "A Quick Dip," the verb desire can be translated as to want to have 

something, to desire to possess something for one's own. So when Jesus 

prays, "Father, these whom you have entrusted to my care, I desire," what 

he is really saying is, "Daddy, I want to have these special disciples as my 

own possessions." 

 

Of course, Jesus is not referring to the disciples in a materialistic sense, the 

way we would when we would state, "I want to have this car or that house 

for my own." Here the possessing has to do with—once again—a relationship. 

A very intimate relationship. This is the same verb one would use when 

stating, "I desire to have her for my wife," or, "I want him for my husband." 

From beginning to end, the tapestry is about relationships. 

 

 

The Purpose Clauses 
 

Why does Jesus desire to have these disciples for his own? Does he want 

them so that they can be his servants? Does he want them so that they can 

work as his laborers in the harvest or his agents in the field? No. Jesus does 

not want his followers for these purposes. Instead, he tells his Daddy that he 

wants them, "so that wherever I am they also may be in my company." 

Jesus desires to have his followers not as his servants or emissaries, but as 

his companions and friends. 

 

This is where Jesus begins to expand his vision and show the disciples what 

lies beyond the imminent hazards and hardships. When Jesus speaks of 

wanting the disciples to be "wherever I am," he echoes both a desire and a 

promise which he has already spoken. In the first part of this prayer, Jesus 

had asked his Daddy to "Glorify me in your presence—by your side." Jesus' 

desire for the disciples to be "wherever I am" means that he desires for them 

to be with him back home—in his Daddy's house, by his Daddy's side. 

Furthermore, this vision reflects the promise Jesus made at the very 

beginning of this farewell conversation: "In my Father's house there are 

many rooms…I am going to prepare a place for you, and if I go and prepare a 

place for you, I will come again and take you to myself so that you shall also 

be wherever I am" (John 14:2-3). The Greek phrase translated "to take 

someone to oneself"2 is the same phrase used to refer to a husband taking a 

wife into his home. Again and again, Jesus underlines his wish for an abiding 

relationship with his followers. 

2 paralh,yomai u`ma/j pro.j evmauto,n 
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A second purpose clause in our current passage expands the vision even 

further. It raises another why question: Why does Jesus want to have these 

disciples by his side as his special companions? Jesus gives this answer: "so 

that they may see my glory which you entrusted to me because you loved 

me before you laid the foundation of the world." After the end, Jesus wants 

his disciples to personally experience what existed before the beginning. With 

their own eyes, he wants the disciples to see the full weight of his 

magnificence. In Jesus' company and in God's presence, all that God has 

ever been will be completely revealed. Jesus longs for the disciples to be 

there to see it for themselves. Who could imagine a greater vision than this? 

 

 

The Missing Imperative 
 

In each of the three previous sections of this prayer, Jesus used an 

imperative verb; he made a formal request asking God to do something. As 

we already noted in this part of his prayer, we find no imperative, no actual 

request. Why not? Why did Jesus not pray, "Daddy, give [imperative] these 

disciples to me so that they may be with me"? 

 

For myself, it has been very important to understand why Jesus did not ask 

God to do this—to give the disciples to him, to place them in his company. 

When I pondered the meaning of the missing imperative, one insight became 

clear to me. Jesus' refusal to make an actual request at this point in his 

prayer reveals to us both a profound truth and an important lesson. The truth 

is this: the choice of where the disciples will abide in the end will rest not with 

Jesus nor his Daddy, but with the disciples themselves. You see, if Jesus 

were to ask and God were to answer by forcefully placing the disciples in 

Jesus' company, that would be enslavement. And Jesus does not want the 

disciples to reside with him because they are slaves. He wants them to reside 

with him because that is where they choose to abide. In this prayer, Jesus 

knocks on the door of his disciples' hearts. Through the peephole he holds up 

this glorious picture, this magnificent vision of an eternal life in his company. 

A wish, a hope is offered up—but that is all. Jesus will not ask God to force 

his will upon his followers. The choice belongs to them. 

 

From this part of Jesus' prayer, I have learned this important lesson: 

Whenever I pray for a loved one, I should ask for no more than what Jesus 

asks here. Certainly when I pray with my friends, I can offer them a vision—a 

magnificent vision which encompasses before the beginning and after the 

end. I can express my desire for them to be with me in Jesus' company and 

in God's presence. I can offer them a room in my Daddy's house. However, 

the rest must be up to them. I must not ask God to force my will upon them. 

None of us should ask God to knock down the door and drag our friends 

behind us. After all, we do not want them to become slaves; we want them 
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to become our companions. Like Jesus, when we pray, we should do no more 

than express our hearts' desire for our loved ones to be with us as our 

eternal companions in our Daddy's house. 

 

 

The Conclusion 
 

Jesus brings his prayer to a close by saying, "Righteous Father, the godless 

world has not known you, but I know you intimately and these know in their 

hearts that you sent me." With the words righteous Father, Jesus concludes 

his prayer with an abrupt change in images. As we noted in "A Quick Dip," 

the term righteous introduces a legalistic element into this prayer. The image 

of a righteous Judge who fairly administers deserved punishments and 

rewards contrasts the images of a protective Shepherd and a sheltering 

Father. Why would Jesus choose to leave his disciples with this image of a 

judging God? 

 

Let us again put ourselves into the disciples' places for the moment. At this 

table, we have heard Jesus ask God to keep us safe and to set us apart. 

Jesus has also said that he wants us to have a place by his side in his 

Daddy's house. Upon hearing these words, I am afraid that I might begin to 

reason: "I have a special relationship with Jesus. He wants me to see his 

glory and to be his companion. I must be pretty important. After all, I have 

been faithful to Jesus. I have tried to live a good life, to do what is right, and 

to help others. I guess I deserve this seat at this table and a room in that 

mansion…" and BAM! Jesus starts talking about a righteous Judge. A Judge 

who is honest and fair. A Judge who hands out rewards and punishments to 

those who deserve them. It kind of bursts my bubble. 

 

Jesus declares, "The godless world has not known you." The godless world 

has turned its back on God, moved toward the darkness of sin and hatred, 

chosen to live in disobedience and selfishness. To this godless world, there is 

only one verdict a righteous Judge could hand down: guilty. There is only one 

punishment a righteous Judge could bestow: death. It is what the godless, 

sinful world rightfully deserves. 

 

Jesus then declares, "But I have known you intimately." Known you and 

perfectly obeyed you. Loved you and served you with my whole being. To 

this beloved Son there is only one verdict a righteous Judge could hand 

down: innocent. There is only one reward a righteous Judge could bestow: 

everlasting praise. It is what Jesus rightfully deserves. 

 

And the disciples? What do they deserve? Jesus declares, "And these know in 

their hearts that you sent me. For I have revealed your name to them, and I 

will reveal it." Before Jesus stepped into their lives, the disciples were part of 

the godless world, lost in the quagmire of sin and disobedience. They did not 
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know God. They were not superior to nor more important than any other 

sinner. They deserved nothing better than what the rest of the sinful world 

deserved. Yet God moved in their lives, sending them the gift of his Son—the 

Revealer—who made God's power and grace known to them in a way never 

before seen. By that grace alone these disciples were moved from darkness 

to light. It was a gift that they had done nothing to deserve. 

 

And so, because of the love of a righteous Daddy, no one gets what they 

deserve. The innocent Shepherd becomes the sacrificial Lamb, sentenced to 

die for sins he did not commit. Through his death, the guilty world is declared 

innocent. The Father's secret plan of salvation is revealed. The disciples have 

the opportunity to become Jesus' eternal companions, not because it is what 

they deserve, but because it is a gift that has been bought for them at a 

tremendous price. 

 

Why? Why does Jesus work to reveal this power and grace to us? Why does 

he pay this terrible penalty for us? What does his heart long to achieve by his 

sacrifice? He tells us in the final purpose clause in this farewell prayer: "So 

that the love with which you loved me may be in them and I may be in 

them." 

 

The ultimate goal. The highest hope for each of his disciples. Love. 

Unconditional love. More than anything else, Jesus wants all who follow him 

to experience the same great love which the Father has poured out onto his 

precious Son. But that is not all. Not only does Jesus want his Daddy's love to 

dwell in us, he himself desires to live in us—to be in our hearts, minds, and 

spirits every moment of every day from this moment right now and 

throughout eternity. When all has been said and done, this is the relationship 

for which Jesus most intently yearns. 

 
 

An Invitation: 
 

Thus ends a truly incredible prayer. But the lesson has not ended. One thing 

I have learned by watching Jesus pray is that it is important to pay attention 

to what happens after his prayer. So many times in my own life, I have 

prayed beautiful prayers which became hopelessly ineffective because of 

what I did afterward: nothing. In my own past I have prayed for a love one 

to get well, but then did nothing to minister to him in his illness. I have 

prayed for a hungry beggar, but then failed to give her food. I have prayed 

for a friend to be comforted, but I did not visit him. I have prayed for a 

relative who was lost to be found, but I never shared my faith with her. I 

have prayed for the church's ministry to be strengthened, but I never chose 

a cause. Ashamedly, I could go on and on. 

 

Jesus does not pray like this. Always, after every prayer, Jesus acts. We have 



 

                                                                                                                                Page 172 

 

seen it over and over. Jesus prays privately and then calls twelve apostles 

into service. He says a blessing and feeds 5000 people. He offers a prayer of 

thanks and raises a dead man. And here in John's Gospel, after offering this 

prayer, what does Jesus do? He leaves this place of safety and goes out to 

find Judas and the Temple guards. Jesus picks up his cross and drags it to his 

place of execution. You know, Jesus never prays and then stands back to see 

what might happen. He always prays and then acts. It is a powerful lesson 

for us all. 

 

And what about the disciples—the ones for whom this farewell prayer was 

first spoken? What did they do after hearing this prayer? The very existence 

of the church is a testimony to their final actions. Not two, not six, but all 

eleven of these disciples who heard Jesus speak this prayer responded by 

taking up their own crosses, their own risky missions, their own difficult 

assignments. Jesus' last prayer for his friends ultimately led them to a glory 

which they themselves could never have imagined. 

 

What about you and me? Honestly, as followers of Christ, how many of us 

today live our lives as though we do not even have an assignment? Or if we 

do feel as though we have an assignment, it is not a very tough one. Maybe 

it is just a weekend assignment: show up at church, maybe give some 

money or teach a class. Maybe some of us even go to the trouble of opening 

our Bible a few minutes during the week or give a passing nod to God from 

time to time. Yet if you and I truly listen to Jesus' farewell prayer, if we gaze 

into the window of our Master's heart and see all that he desires—not only for 

us, but for all of humanity—how can we come away from this prayer and not 

understand that we have been called to do much, much more? As a disciple 

of Jesus, what is your assignment, your mission, your purpose? The sinful 

world needs to hear the truth. They need to see in your life what it means to 

have a permanent relationship with the Son of God. They need to see an 

example of how someone can follow the Shepherd, even when the way is 

dark, difficult, or dangerous. They need to feel the love of God in their 

everyday lives. So I ask again, what is the Shepherd leading you to do? 

 

Yes, you and I, we are the disciples sitting at this table. This wonderful 

prayer has been spoken for us. We are safe. We are set apart. We have been 

sent out into the sinful world on an important, though formidable mission. Yet 

we have also been given this glorious vision of what lies ahead, beyond 

everything, including death. To us, God's name—God's power and God's 

will—has been revealed. Only one question remains, and it is Jesus' final 

invitation to us: what are we going to do now, after hearing this prayer? Will 

we get up and go out, or will we just sit here and do nothing? 

 

Our actions will be our final answer. 
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Appendix  

A Quick Dip:  Original Language Listing 
 

Chapter 1:  The Relationship 

lonely place:  e;rhmoj  
prayed/pray: proseu,comai  
retired: u`pocwre,w  
wilderness: e;rhmoj  
mountain: o;roj 

 

Chapter 2: Father 

Father: path/r  
Abba:  vAbba, or aB'a; 
known: ginw,skw  
name: o;noma   

 

Chapter 3: Blessings 

blessed: euvloge,w  
give thanks: euvcariste,w ; the root is ca,rij and its verb form is carito,w. 

 

Chapter 4:  Jesus Spontaneous Prayer of Thanksgiving 

thank you: evxomologe,w  
Lord: ku,rioj  
hidden: kru,ptw  

revealed: avpokalu,ptw  
well pleasing: euvdoki,a 

 

Chapter 5: Raising Lazarus 

thank you: euvcariste,w  
heard/always listening: avkou,w; the aorist is h;kousa,j, the progressive is avkou,eij  
because of our intimate relationship, I know: oi=da; here in the pluperfect, h;dein  
believe: pisteu,w  
sent: avposte,llw  

 
Chapter 6: Gethsemane: The Setting 

pray: proseu,comai  
even to the point of death: e[wj qa,natoj  
watch: grhgore,w 
so that you will not enter: mh, eivselqei/n This verb construction in Luke is an aorist 

infinitive. When used with this negative, it expresses purpose.  

temptation: peirasmo,j  
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Chapter 7: Gethsemane: The Prayer 

if only it could be possible/. . .: eiv dunato,n evstin; this Greek grammatical 

construction is known as an aposiopesis.  

if only you desired/. . .: eiv bou,lei; another aposiopetic construction.  
will: qe,lw Note: qe,lw and bou,lei are virtually interchangeable in meaning. 

be done: gi,nomai  
 

Chapter 8: Gethsemane: The Results 

strength: ivscu,w  
strengthening: evniscu,w  
spirit: pneu/ma  
willing: pro,qumoj 
flesh: sa,rx  
weak: avsqenh,j; the opposite is ivscurw/j  
rose up/rise up: avni,sthmi  
account is closed: avpe,cw  

 

Chapter 9: When We Are Troubled 

troubled: tara,ssw  

save: sw,zw; here an aorist imperative, swso,n  
hour: w[ra  
come: e;rcomai; here a second aorist indicative, h=lqon  
glorify: doxa,zw; This verb appears in three different forms in this passage: "glorify"—

a first aorist imperative, do,xaso,n; "have glorified"—a first aorist indicative, 

evdo,xasa; and "will glorify"—a future indicative, doxa,sw. The Hebrew word which 

is translated as "glory" is dbK, later rAbK'  
 

Chapter 10: Why? 

Eli/Eloi:   vEli, (Matthew), vElwi, (Mark) both from the Hebrew root lae  
lama/lamma: lama/ (Matthew), lamma/ (Mark) both from the Hebrew root am'l'  
sabachthani: sabacqani,, from the Aramaic yniH;q.b;V and the Hebrew root bz;['  
why: In Matthew: i`nati (short for i[na ti, ge,nhtai); in Mark: evj ti,  
abandoned: evgkatalei,pw here a second aorist indicative, evgkate,lipej 

 

Chapter 11: Into Your Hands 

hands: cei,r; dy'  
commit: parati,qhmi, here in the middle voice, para,qhsomai; dq;P'  
spirit: pneu/ma; x;Wr 

 

Chapter 12: Forgive Them 

forgive: avfi,hmi—here av,fej  
surely: ga,r  
know: oi=da  
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doing: poie,w—here poiou/sin (third person present tense: "in the act of doing"); 

avgaqopoie,w; kakopoie,w 
 

Chapter 13: Jesus' Prayer For Peter 

listen carefully: ivdou/  
demanded to have: evxaite,omai; here a first aorist, evxhth,sato  
sift: sinia,zw  
urgently pleaded: de,omai; here a passive deponent first aorist, evdeh,qhn  
faith: pi,stij  
fail completely: evklei,pw; here a subjunctive in a final purpose clause, evklei,ph  
turned back: evpistre,fw; here a future tense, evpistre,yaj  
strengthen: sthri,zw; here a future tense, sth,rixon 

 

Chapter 14: John's Gospel: Jesus' Parting Conversation 

troubled: tara,ssw  
put your trust in: pisteu,w; here a second plural imperative, pisteu,ete,. The noun is 

pi,stij  
for me: moi; used here as a dative of personal interest, moi cannot be translated as, 

"Trust in me." The construction for "in me" (see John 14:1) is eivj evme).  
for you see, your trust in this truth is very important to me: moi; translated thus to 

capture the meaning of the dative.  

know in your heart: ginw,skw  
live permanently: me,nw; The noun is monh,  
love: avgapa,w; the noun is avga,ph 

 

Chapter 15: Jesus' Promised Prayer: Ask Anything 

truly, truly: avmh.n avmh.n  
do: poie,w  

ask for: aivte,w  
in my name: evn tw/ ovno,mati, mou  
glory will be revealed: doxa,zw 

 

Chapter 16: Jesus' Promised Prayer: I Will Pray the Father 

keep: thre,w; here a future indicative, thrh,sate. 
pray: evrwta,w; here a future indicative, evrwth,sw  
Helper: para,klhtoj  
Spirit of Truth: pneu/ma th/j avlhqei,aj  
sinful world: ko,smoj  
accept: lamba,nw; here a second aorist infinitive, labei/n  
see: qewre,w  
is within you: evn u`mi/n e;stai 
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Chapter 18: Glorify Your Son 

hour of salvation:  w[ra  
glorify—clothe in radiance and splendor/expose the magnitude of your 

significance/revealed your wealth, your weight, and your magnificence: doxa,zw; 

the Hebrew term is dbK  
absolute power: evxousi,a 
eternal life: aivw,nioj zwh,  
entrusted permanently into his care: di,dwmi; here in the perfect tense, de,dwkaj  
in your presence: para , 

 

Chapter 19: Keep the Disciples Safe 

sinful world: ko,smoj  
Word—your divine revelation in me: lo,goj. 
accepted: lamba,nw  
pray: evrwta,w  
holy: a[gioj  
keep safe: thre,w  
within the power of your name: evn tw/ ovnomati, sou  
one in heart, mind, and purpose: ei=j  
protected: fula,ssw  
lost: avpo,llumi  
son of perdition: ui`o.j th/j avpwlei,aj  
joy: cara,  
perfectly accomplished: plhro,w  

wrongfully hated: mise,w  
Evil One: to,j ponhro,j 

 

Chapter 20: Sanctify Them 

sanctify/set apart: a`gia,zw  
dedicating myself as an offering: a`gia,zw evmauto,n  
truth: avlh,qeia  
witness: lo,goj  
in me/in you/ in us: evn evmoi,/evn soi,/evn h`mi/n  

 
Chapter 21: I Desire 

desire: qe,lw  
see: qewre,w  
righteous: dikaio,j  
revealed: gnwri,zw  
in: evn 
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