John 17:1-11

1After Jesus had spoken these words, he looked up to heaven and said, ‘Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify you,2since you have given him authority over all people,* to give eternal life to all whom you have given him.3And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.4I glorified you on earth by finishing the work that you gave me to do.5So now, Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory that I had in your presence before the world existed.

6 ‘I have made your name known to those whom you gave me from the world. They were yours, and you gave them to me, and they have kept your word.7Now they know that everything you have given me is from you;8for the words that you gave to me I have given to them, and they have received them and know in truth that I came from you; and they have believed that you sent me.9I am asking on their behalf; I am not asking on behalf of the world, but on behalf of those whom you gave me, because they are yours.10All mine are yours, and yours are mine; and I have been glorified in them.11And now I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to you. Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one.
Today’s readings from the Gospels of Matthew, Luke, and John have taken us on a journey with Jesus from the gates of Jerusalem to the Temple to the upper room, from the adoration of the crowd to the brink of disaster, and from humans glorifying him with palm leaves and songs to God’s glorifying Jesus as he hangs upon a wooden cross. As Jesus faces a very difficult task that will end in his own death, he begins to pray to the Father, and the first petition Jesus makes in this prayer is, “Glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify you.”

To see Jesus’ crucifixion as his glorification is fundamentally what distinguishes a Christian from anyone else. “Glory” or “glorify” are used five times in the first five verses. When we think of glory, we imagine God’s own presence; when the Hebrew people left slavery in Egypt it was the glory of God that went before them, a pillar of smoke by day, and fire by night. When Jesus asks the Father to glorify him, he’s asking for God’s very presence to be seen in Jesus. It seemed that the crowd had indeed “glorified” Jesus as he came into Jerusalem, but we must not lose sight of the irony of this event, a king riding through the streets of the capital city on a donkey rather than on a noble steed, or in a mighty chariot. But when we compare the ways of God to the ways of man, irony is the rule. And the irony will be that God’s glory will not be seen in Jesus sitting upon the throne in the palace by the great temple with crowds of people bowing at his feet; rather it will be seen upon a lonely cross set up on hill outside the city limits. It will not be a sight that people will gather to witness; it will be a horrible scene, one that will cause people to avert their eyes. It will not be a sight that evokes joy and celebration; it will be a sight that evokes horror and fear. Yet this sight, more than anything else, will be the glorious exhibition of God’s infinite love for us. We see the irony of divine power being played out in submission to humiliation and torture and death in order that divine love would be manifested. 
On this eve of all this pending suffering, in this prayer that Jesus speaks in front of his disciples, we see a few more things that may surprise us. Jesus doesn’t sound at all concerned about the trial and the suffering and the death that he will soon experience; he is instead concerned for his disciples. And rather than bemoan the fact that the disciples will all be scattering and hiding as Jesus faces his trial and execution, as he has already predicted, Jesus instead compliments these same disciples for what they have done: “Father…they have kept your word (verse 6).” They have believed that Jesus has come from the Father (verse 8). And Jesus has been glorified in them! (verse 10). Now you may think that Jesus is looking ahead at what the disciples will do after the resurrection, but he says that they already have glorified him. Isn’t Jesus giving a bit too much credit to these disciples? They are, after all, going to be running away from danger when Jesus is arrested. Their leader, Peter, is going to deny that he even knows Jesus. If I were in Jesus’ shoes, I’d be praying for a new batch of disciples; “God, isn’t there anyone else out there that you could give me? People who will stand by me when the going gets tough? People at least willing to stay beside me as I die?” Isn’t Jesus giving them all a bit too much credit at this point? Isn’t he being a little too gracious? 
And yet, isn’t this action perfectly in character with who Jesus is? The Son of God willingly dies for each and every one of us, and as unworthy as we assess ourselves to be, Jesus nonetheless sees the goodness in us that we too often fail to see in ourselves or in one another. Notice that Jesus does not compliment us for obeying all his commands, for doing everything he has asked them to do; he is complimenting them for receiving his word, for believing in him, and thus glorifying him. And it is not believing in the sense that we believe that the earth revolves around the sun; It’s the kind of belief that comes from a trusting relationship. It’s a belief that we could characterize as FAITH. Faith is what God wants from us, faith comes to us only when we stand in relationship with God. This is what all of Scripture advocates. Abraham didn’t do everything that God asked him to do, but hie had faith in God. The reason Jesus enters this world and dies for us is to bring us into a trusting relationship with God. And when Jesus speaks to the Father on our behalf, the point he makes is that we believed him and we glorified him. It is the only thing that matters for us, and it comes only through a relationship with Jesus Christ. 
And yet there are those who try to live their lives without such a relationship, with tragic consequences. What happens when we try to live outside of that relationship with God? We lose our sense of worth – because any worth that we have only comes in relationship to God; We may try to assign ourselves worth, based upon our intelligence or education or physical fitness or wealth or charm, but all of these attributes are but gifts from God in the first place, and all of these go down the tubes at the end of our life if not sooner. To credit yourself for what God has given you is the epitome of pride. Everything you have, including life itself, was given to you by God, and God can take it all back any time. Everything that makes you a wonderful person was given to you be a wonderful God. 

But even Christians, who can acknowledge God as the source of all life and all they have, try to live outside a relationship with God. How can they do this? We can take to heart everything that we are told a Christian must believe - we can confess that Christ died for our sins, we can recognize God as creator of the universe, we can believe in all the doctrines of the church, and we can faithfully come to church and serve the church – but outside of a relationship with God, we run into the same problem as others. So we will either try to assign ourselves a sense of worth based upon our looks or charm or intelligence or wit (like a non-believer does) or we will beat ourselves up. There are a lot of Christians who are miserable all their lives because they look upon Christ as the one who is so much better than them, the one who died for their sins, the one who saved them from hell, and it will make them feel worse! “Wow, God is so good to poor, miserable me. Jesus died, and I don’t deserve that kind of treatment! I’ve done nothing to deserve his love.” Too many people spend far too much time averting their eyes from God and sheepishly insisting how unworthy they are of God’s love. And yet I remind you that in today’s passage Jesus is complimenting those who are about to screw up big time, saying nice things about them. Why? Because they have believed and thus glorified Jesus. 
They may not be perfect; they may never be perfect, but they have come to know Jesus. They have built a relationship – Jesus has watched them screw things up plenty of times, but he won’t fire them. It’s not because Jesus has healed the sick, and fed the multitudes and cured the lepers and walked on water that these disciples have come to believe that Jesus is the Son of God; It’s because they have been invited into a relationship with Jesus, and Jesus has accepted them in spite of their failures. They have watched Jesus and learned from him, but it’s because he won’t fire them that they now have this relationship, a relationship that is not based on any achievement, not based on competence, but simply based on the fact that Jesus hasn’t told them to leave. In fact, Jesus credits his disciples for receiving him rather than the other way around! It’s a relationship based only upon friendship. And because it is based on friendship and not on aptitude or achievement or productivity, they have believed and glorified him. They will continue to screw up – in fact they’re on the verge of abandoning him to save their own skin, but they have believed in him, and glorified him.   

True faith always involves a relationship (I have gained faith in my wife because I know her, I trust her, and I am confident in her love). Too often we allow religion to replace relationship, works to replace faith. What do I mean? We try to itemize what we must do in response to God’s love (“because God loves me and Jesus died for me, I must…go to church. I must not...use bad language). Because we believe the doctrine that Jesus was the Son of God who died for our sins, we fret over our behavior rather than simply dwelling in the presence of God’s embracing love. Guys, when your wife says, “I love you,” do you start thinking, “Oh, I better be honest with her. I better buy her some flowers. I should take her out to dinner.” Ladies, when your husband says, “I love you,” is your first thought, “I should dress up nicely for him. I should not ask him to take out the garbage as soon as he comes home from work. I should cook him a nice meal.” But that’s exactly what we do when we hear God say, “I love you.” We scurry around saying, “Oh, I better obey his commandments, and I better be nice to strangers, and I better go to church.” Do we respond to our spouse’s love by doing tasks? Are we afraid that the next time we screw up that our marriage will dissolve? What keeps a relationship going is the fact that when one of us screws up, the other forgives and remains faithful and does not abandon the other. Can we just stop for a minute and just hear God say to us, “I love you”? Can we hear him say to us, “You’re doing some really great things”? Can we hear Jesus say, “I am glorified in your actions,” without us immediately belittling ourselves and fretting over the things we’re not doing and respond, “No, Lord, I’m not doing nearly enough.” Can’t we just accept the compliment and believe that God is not going to abandon us? Jesus prayed this prayer as the disciples were listening; he wanted them to hear him thank the Father for them, and he wanted them to be encouraged that they weren’t going to be rejected. 
It’s a sad irony that the cross of Jesus can make us feel so far away from God because it makes us feel like his love is too good for us, like God has to do everything for us, like we should do something in return for such a huge sacrifice. But Jesus came and died not to make us feel more distant from God but to manifest the love of God so that we would not be afraid to come to God. The cross tells us that God’s love overwhelms our sins. Jesus took on flesh and became nothing and died so that we could be so assured of God’s love, a love that is willing to bear everything – humiliation, pain, and even death. The cross is God’s perfect way of expressing his love. 
Let us be thrilled to be in fellowship with such a God. Let us cherish this relationship that we are involved in, and rejoice that this God won’t fire us or dismiss us or send us away, because he’s not grading us on achievement but on faith. Let us rejoice that this God is glorified as he exhausts himself completely and dies for those he loves so very, very much. And let us simply enjoy the fact that he loves us so much and embraces us as his own. 
