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Lesson 20  Commentary  John 17:1 - 26

Lesson 21  Questions        John 18:1 - 40

JESUS LAST DISCOURSE

John 17:1-26

I. INTRODUCTION


This is the last section in Jesus’ Farewell Address, as the Eleven and He are still at table at the Passover Meal. John has given us five chapters of this time together, which are not included in the Synoptics. Chapter 14 seemed to be an ending: “Come then! Let us be on our way!” (John 14:31). Scholars believe these next chapters are an addition, yet one that is highly fitting. The same knowledge appears, disappears, and reappears: all of which reinforces understandings already given. It is as though Jesus finds a final parting too much: His heart is moved so that He tries again and again to teach, to express Himself and His meaning to these loyal friends, these founders to whom He entrusts His Church. The chapter we begin here is not addressed to them, but Jesus “raises his eyes to heaven” and prays to His Father in their presence.

II. THE HIGH PRIESTLY PRAYER


A. The Father and The Son (John 17:1-5). Jesus spoke of His “hour” at Cana: “My hour has not yet come,” and later on this evening He will say to the priests when He is arrested, “This is your hour” (Luke 22:52-53). This is the time when the Divine Presence is shown, the glorification of Jesus which He showed in His self-sacrificing death. Jesus has shown the Father, the divine presence on earth in word, in “signs” (wonders) and in deeds. Now He is to return to the unity of heaven in the glory of His new life. “Now this is eternal life, that they should know you, the only true God, and the one whom you sent, Jesus Christ” (John 17:3). This seems to be a statement added by John’s disciples, for Jesus never used His name in this manner. The whole meaning of a Christian, He says, is “to know God and him whom He has sent” (Philippians 2:6, 9, 10-11).


B. Son and Disciples (John 17:6-19). Jesus speaks lovingly to His Father about the men that the Father gave Him; “they know,” “have accepted,” “have understood,” “have believed that you sent me” (John 17:6-8). Jesus has made the Father’s name known to them: the “I AM” of the New Testament is the same as the “I AM” of Exodus (Exodus 3:13-14). “I AM WHO AM.” “Everything of mine is yours and everything of yours is mine” (John 17:10 and 2 Thessalonians 1:9, 10, 12). The divine origin of Jesus has gradually been made known to these faithful men. This claim, this teaching is amazing even to us, who believe He is a God-Man. Equality with God is what He is teaching these men, and His Church to come.


In verse 9 Jesus begins to pray specifically for these disciples:

· protect them with your name which you have given me (John 17:11)

· that they may be one, even as we are one (John 17:11)

· that they may share my joy completely (John 17:13)

· that the Father guard them from the Evil One (John 17:15) (See Matthew 6:13.)

· that He consecrate them by means of Truth (John 17:17 and 1 Peter 1:22)


Jesus is exulting in the glorious realities of this hour and of those to come in three days: it is only in the garden that He allows Himself to feel His human nature’s emotions, as suffering and death close in on Him.


Jesus is asking (1) that their unity resemble the complete unity of Father and Son; (2) that their sorrow be changed into divine joy that the Son reflects from the Father; (3) that the Father guard them from their arch-enemy, “the prince of this world”; (4) that, as Jesus is, they may truly be consecrated, dedicated to God’s service, which will be their mission to the world. In these petitions, all the love and protection of Jesus for His Eleven, founders of the Church, is revealed to the Father and to each one of us.


Jesus looks forward to His followers in the future, as Moses did in Exodus: “Not only on your behalf am I today making this covenant, not only on behalf of you here in the presence of Yahweh our God today, but also on behalf of those not here” (Deuteronomy 29:13-14). This includes their descendants.


So we today are believers through the preaching of these Twelve and their converts. These have written for us the Gospels and the New Testament. Jesus also prays for us and our descendants, and our ancestors in the Faith: “May they be one in us, that the world may believe that you sent me . . . I living in them, you living in me, that their unity be complete.”

Is Jesus’ word “truth” in us (John 17:17)? When we know the Word of God in Scripture and live by it, then the Word is made flesh in us. And so we are “consecrated in truth” (John 17:19).

III. COMMON THEMES IN THE LAST DISCOURSE


A. Father. Jesus first used the word Father in the Scriptures at age 12. “Did you not know that I must be about my Father’s business?” (or “in my Father’s house?”) (Luke 2:49). He always, when heard praying by others and alone, no doubt, began with “Father.” This word by a son or daughter was “Abba”—a familiar form for “loving Father.” None of the Jews ever addressed God in this way, but Jesus taught us to call God our Father in a trusting, loving way. In fact, in this prayer of Jesus He used the Father six times in direct address (John 17:1, 5, 11, 21, 24, 25). To two of them He adds the adjectives “Holy” and “Upright.” In chapter 16 Jesus used the word Father ten times in speaking about Him. This alone is a lesson for us—the quality in God that Jesus sees as the Father. Some of you are parents—are fathers. Can your children feel love for this word, or its familiar form, Dad? Do you love and cause love for you in your children? Paul’s letter to the Romans contains his teaching on the word “Abba” for us. “All who are guided by the Spirit of God are sons of God: for what you received was not the spirit of slavery to bring you back into fear; you received the spirit of adoption, enabling us to cry out, ‘Abba, Father!’” (Romans 8:14-15).


B. Unity. Jesus prays to the Father “that all may be one as you in me, and I in you; I pray that all may be one in us, that the world may believe that you sent me” (John 17:21). He ends His prayer with the plea for all believers: “That their unity may be complete” (John 17:23). There is a modern movement that began in Italy and spread across Europe, Africa, Asia, and North and South America, based on the fact of unity under God as Father—Creator of all. Its founder, Chiara Lubich, along with five young companions in a bomb shelter during World War II, was inspired in such a way upon reading this word from Jesus, that she began to live it in that wartime city so clearly, that her movement has been called “Focolare,” meaning heat, light, and fire. There are members in every religion dedicated to living Chiara’s vision of unity. She has been awarded ecumenical honors from all religions. This is how Jesus can use one of us to bring His prayer to reality.


Almost all Christian groups today regret the many divisions among us and are working on their differences. Vatican II asked several leaders of other Christians to the council of 2,000 Catholic Bishops with Pope John Paul II. One document of this Council (Vatican II) asked all Catholics to look positively at “our separated brothers and sisters,” to pray together for unity, to work together for the good of our society, to study where our faiths are in agreement, and to work and pray to reach agreement again on our Christian faith. This is called ecumenism and has been a common effort of Catholics and Protestants since, while recognizing that only the Spirit of Truth and Love can accomplish this reunion.


Since 1535, the divisions among Christians has grown, probably aided by the teaching that private interpretation of the Scriptures is acceptable to Christians—and these have managed to find many, many doctrinal differences and meanings in the same Scripture texts, and so break off and divide. This division is also aided by a teaching in the days of Luther that there need not be a head of the Church, there need not be a direct line to a successor of the Apostles (a bishop) to whom Jesus said: “Who hears you, hears me” (Luke 10:16).


The head of the Church, for us, is Peter’s successor, the bishop of Rome, where Peter went after the dispersal from Jerusalem. Peter was recognized by the other Apostles and by the writers of the New Testament, he is placed first in all the lists of the Apostles; he led the Apostles in the first preaching (Acts 2:14-41).


Peter was martyred at Rome in 67 A.D. and his successor was chosen by the other bishops. The list of successors of Peter, bishops of Rome, are usually printed in Catholic studies of the Church. It is in the New American Bible, revised edition. For instance, the first successor of St. Peter, the second “Pope,” was St. Linus, also a martyr. There are 265 names in the list by now, including Pope John Paul II.


C. Love. There is a strong insistence on love in Jesus’ words to His Father: “So shall the world know that you sent me, and that you loved these (disciples) as you loved me” (John 17:23). The Father’s love for Jesus comes through to us in “I wish that where I am, they may be—to see this glory of mine which is your gift to me because of the love you bore me before the world began” (John 17:24).


The discourse comes to an end with verse 26: “I will continue to reveal your name, that the love with which you loved me may be in them and I in them.” It is clear that we are meant to be a community of love, a living sign or sacrament of the mutual love of Father and Son.


D. World. This word occurs seventeen times in the prayer! Here it stands for the world of disbelief and hatred and unlove—a contradiction to what Christian love should be. Its use begins in verse 9: “I pray not for the world but for these you have given me.” “I am in the world no longer, but these are in the world as I come to you” (John 17:11). Three times in one short sentence: “The world has hated them because I gave them your word; they do not belong to the world any more than I belong to the world!” (John 17:14). Jesus adds that as the Father sent Him into the world, so He sends the disciples into the world (John 17:18).


Do you in some way belong to the world that Jesus opposes, that opposes Him? In business, in friendships, in areas of your life? To face these questions and to make decisions about them comes to every one of us at some time. If the Word of Jesus, and Jesus, the Word Made Flesh, truly lives in our lives for all to see, we are “consecrated in truth.” Otherwise we are not witnesses, but fakes.

IV. LAST DISCOURSES OF JESUS COMPARED TO MOSES’, JACOB’S AND PAUL’S


A. Moses’ Last Discourse to All Israel (Deuteronomy 29-33). Just before the death of Moses is related in Deuteronomy, five chapters are given of his farewell discourse to the Israelites. He gathered the people together, twelve tribes of them, all from Jacob’s twelve sons. The number twelve in Jesus’ apostles balances and refers to the twelve tribes. Both Moses and Jesus give courage to their followers: “Have no fear. The Lord your God marches with you; he will never fail you or forsake you,” Moses counsels (Deuteronomy 31:8). Jesus says: “Do not let your hearts be troubled; I have overcome the world”(John 14:1). Notice that Moses spoke of “the Lord your God”; Jesus speaks in the first person: “I have overcome the world”—He speaks of Himself!


A poetic sermon is set apart from Moses’ narrative. Jesus’ discourse is also set apart from the narrative of the Gospel. This is a mark, a literary device that gives the value and greatness to the words.


Moses calls for keeping all “The Law; the law is your life,” he says. To test Jesus one day the Pharisees asked Him: “Master, what is the greatest commandment of the Law?” Jesus answered, “You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all you mind. This is the greatest and the first commandment. The second resembles it: You must love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments hang the whole Law and the prophets also” (Matthew 22:37-40).


At the Last Supper Jesus adds: “This is my commandment; love one another as I love you.” The authority of Jesus, of His Person, baffles His enemies and encourages His friends. Are we encouraged by the words of Jesus? Do we trust that His words are our security?


In Jesus’ farewell there is the clear insistent claim that He and the Father are one; that the Yahweh of Moses, the Lawgiver, is JESUS Himself. “He spoke as one having authority!” said one Scribe (lawyer) upon hearing Him.


B. Jacob’s Last Discourse—to His Sons. Jacob too, called his twelve sons together and spoke to each as a Father and a prophet seeing their future. As Jesus did, he foretold with disapproval of two or three and of future choices or failures. The most important of Jacob’s words are to Judah and refer later to Jesus Himself: “The scepter shall not pass from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet until tribute be brought him and the peoples give him obedience.” Jesus was born of David’s line in the tribe of Judah.


C. Paul’s Last Farewell to the Elders of Ephesus. Like Moses, Jacob, and Jesus, Paul called together the leaders he had appointed. His farewell is also an exhortation and a message of courage, though it is much briefer than five chapters. After all, Paul’s fourteen letters are his greatest discourse. These leaders, whom he, as an Apostle, had chosen, he had laid hands on in consecration and left them in charge of the Church at Ephesus. Paul tells them that they will not see him again and hints at his death, as Jesus had done. He puts them on their guard about “fierce wolves” as Jesus did in this prayer to the Father: “Protect them from the evil one” (Acts 20:29 and John 17:15).


Paul commends them “to God and to the word of his grace, that has power to build you up and give you your inheritance among all the sanctified” (Acts 20:32). This sounds much like Jesus: “I am going to prepare a place for you in my Father’s house” ((John 14:2).


These great leaders of the Old Testament all foreshadowed Jesus, and Paul represented Him. Do we allow them to teach us something about life, to learn God’s ways with us?


On the first week after Easter through Paschaltide, daily Mass-goers hear the best of John’s teaching and his special information on Jesus’ risen life and teaching. The Church gives a particular unity to the readings by choosing Acts 20, Paul’s last days and farewell at Ephesus, and Jesus’ Last Supper farewell.

APPLICATION


The prayer of Jesus to His Father leaves a deep impression of the heart of Jesus, ready to give Himself to a painful and humiliating death, yet glowing with unity with the Godhead. This prayer is one of the most beautiful last wills and testaments of our race. No one else could say such meanings in such simple words. How can we apply it to our lives?


We can return that love; we can show in our actions our concern for knowing Him and His teaching ever-better; we can bring others to Him as He waits, we can watch for this lack of peace in other’s lives, we can invite them to study with us His words, to join CSS, and we can love with Him all whom He loves, excluding no race, nationality, no ignorant or poor. With Jesus, we can say “Father, I have glorified you on earth by finishing the work you gave me to do” (John 17:5).

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 21

John 18:1-40

Day 1

Read the Notes.


a.
Did anything stand out for you, impress you strongly?


b.
What challenged you?


c.
Quote a verse that is significant to you and explain why.

Day 2

Read Chapter 18 from start to finish without stopping.


a.
What is your general impression?


b.
Read Matthew 26:47-56. From this account and John 18:1-8, what attitudes does Jesus have as He was arrested?

Day 3


a.
Contrast Simon Peter’s attitude in John 18:15-18 and 25-27 with Jesus’ attitudes.


b.
Read Luke 22:39-46. How is Jesus’ attitude here different than in John 18:4?


c.
What lesson do you learn from this?

Day 4

Read Matthew 26:57-75, Mark 14:53-72, Luke 22:54-71, and John 18:19-24.


a.
In these humiliations of Jesus, especially the blow to His face, which of your sins might this be atoning for, along with many others’ sins?


b.
How can Jesus’ acceptance of this help us (Isaiah 52:14-15 and Psalm 22:1-2, 6-8)?

Day 5


a.
What might Jesus have answered to Pilate’s question in verse 38? See John 14:6.


b.
What does Jesus expect of His followers in regard to humiliations and suffering?


c.
How are they to be of value to us?

Day 6

Compare Judas and Peter in:


a.
Their failure in regard to Jesus. (See Acts 1:15-20 and Luke 22:54-62.)


b.
Their reaction to their failure.


c.
What can you learn from these actions of Judas and Peter?
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