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Easter 7B, John 17:11-19
May 24, 2009 

“Keep them in Your Name”

JESUS PRAYS FOR HIS CHURCH

I. Jesus prays that we may be kept in His Name.

II. Jesus prays that we would not be taken out of the world.

III. Jesus prays that we would be sanctified in the truth.

Grace, Mercy, and Peace to You from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.  The text for the sermon this morning is from the Gospel lesson just read from John 17, hear again the words of Jesus: “Holy Father, keep them in Your name, the name which You have given Me, that they may be one even as We are. While I was with them, I was keeping them in Your name which You have given Me … I have given them Your word; and the world has hated them, because they are not of the world, even as I am not of the world.  I do not ask You to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the evil one.  They are not of the world, even as I am not of the world.  Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth… For their sakes I sanctify Myself, that they themselves also may be sanctified in truth.”  In the Name of Jesus. Amen.
In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus shows us how the church survives.  Since the Ascension of Jesus into Heaven, His church has endured almost 2000 years of sin, corruption, and confusion.  Very often, the Gospel has been lost or squashed by the law, the forgiveness of sins has been restrained by conditions, and the church has demanded a Jesus of strength and power in place of the Suffering Servant.   And yet, the Church has survived.  This survival comes in a way contrary to how we might bring about that survival ourselves.  According to Jesus, the church finds her life, success, and survival, not in creatively named programs, nation-wide movements, efficient organizational structures, or cleverly worded documents.  Instead, Jesus shows us how His Church survives: 
JESUS PRAYS FOR HIS CHURCH.

On the cross, Jesus stepped in between us and the judgment that we deserve.  His bloody death was the intercession and sacrifice for all sinners, uniting us to the Father, as it once was at creation.  After ascending into Heaven, the intercession of Jesus and His love for sinners continues.  Jesus continues the prayer He began in John 17, and His Church survives.  

I.  “Holy Father, keep them in Your Name, the Name which You have given Me, that they may be one just as We are one.”
Keep them in Your Name.  How do you keep someone “in a name”?  If a name is simply something that labels a person, then it’s just a collection of letters that we associate with bodies.  For Jesus, a Name is much more than that.  Solomon built the temple to house the Lord’s Name, and when Moses asked the Lord in the burning bush for His name, He responded, “I AM.” For the Lord, His Name isn’t simply some letters that make a sound, but His name encompasses everything that He is and does; His name is His being.  The Name of the Lord is the Lord.  We don’t talk about His Name without talking about Him, just as we can’t talk about each other’s names apart from whom that name describes.  
So when Jesus prays that we would be kept in His Name, He’s praying that we be kept in God Himself: all that God is and all that God does.  Such a union with God was lost in the Garden of Eden, but now, after Jesus has died to unite us with Himself, He continues to pray that we are kept there:  united with God and covered by Him.  

Jesus put us into this Name in our Baptism, into the Name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  We didn’t climb into the Name ourselves, and we didn’t claim the Name for ourselves.  It was given to us as gift, and it’s that same gifting of Jesus that keeps us there.  The Evil One is always there, pointing us to ourselves and giving us more reasons why we deserve to be booted out of this Name:  “You don’t live like you should and you don’t act like you should.”  He’ll give us even more reasons to boot out each other.  This is what it means to be a sinner:  to be undeserving of His Name.  And yet, He covers us with it and prays to keep us in it nonetheless.  Because of this Name, He makes us one with each other.  Our sin and the law give us an endless list of how much we should dislike each other and  avoid one another, but the Name Jesus gives us unites us, making us one.
The prayer of Jesus continues:  

II.  I do not ask You to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the Evil One.
The Evil One and the fallen world bring their attacks to the Church.  Such attack has been brought to the Lord’s children throughout all history.  The world hates us, just as Jesus said. For example, in the early church, the first Christians were brutally martyred for the Gospel.  Wherever the Gospel is flourishing, the Devil is fast at work to bring destruction.  And yet the prayer of Jesus is not that His children would be pulled out of the world, kept from sin and danger.  Instead, Jesus prays that we would be kept in the world and from the Evil One.  As children of the Lord, bearing His Name in baptism, we remain in the world.
John 17: “They are not of the world, just as I am not of the world.”  While we are left in the world, Jesus says that we are not of it.  What does it mean to be “not of the world”?  Superman was “not of this world,” but of planet Krypton, and the museums of Roswell will show us plenty of what is “not of this world,” but instead of superheroes and aliens, Jesus says that “we are not of the world just as He is not of the world.”
Jesus was born into this world; born to Mary in a manger as a real human child with real human weaknesses.  When he grew up, He surrounded Himself with tax-collectors and prostitutes; he did not separate Himself from sinners, but he remained among us, in the world.  He finally died a real death, crucified by sinners and with sinners in the world.  
This is where we find ourselves as those who are kept in His Name.  We are in the world, placed before our neighbors, before sinners, as the Lord’s gift to them.  Jesus wasn’t born in isolation nor did He continue avoiding human contact in order to dodge their dirty sinfulness.  Instead, he plops down right into the middle of the whole sinful mess so He could be a servant to those trapped in the mess of sin.  Similarly, Jesus doesn’t send us into seclusion so that we might not sin; instead He keeps us in the world, in the mess, before the face of our neighbors.  
We are kept in the world, but are no longer of the world.  He gives us His Name, calls us His, and gives us a new birth.  In baptism, we are born again—the Jesus way, and made new creations covered in the blood of Jesus.  We are no longer “of the world.”  Instead, we are “of Jesus.”  Kept in that Name by Him, we are kept in all things that are “of Him”:  His life, His death, His resurrection, and His forgiveness.  We are “of Jesus,” and He keeps us in the world for the sake of our neighbor.  He keeps us from the Evil One, and the Church survives.
It doesn’t take much to see how Jesus is not “of the world.”  He’s true God, conceived by the Holy Spirit.  He worked miracles, rose from the dead, and ascended into Heaven.  When we look at our own lives, the résumé for “not of the world-ness” is much less impressive.  It’s clear that Jesus is “not of this world,” but this is not clear in ourselves.  In fact, when we look at ourselves, at our lives, thoughts, words, and deeds, we’ll see that we’re pretty much as “of the world” as they come.  Sin is sin; no matter what amount of sin we think we’ve overcome, the law still shows us how far we’ve fallen short.  And yet, Jesus says we’re just as much “not of the world” as He is.
Even though we’re more than knee deep in the mess of sin, Jesus calls us holy. John 17:
III.  Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth. 
This word “sanctify” means “to make holy.”  Jesus prays that the Word of God, the Word of truth would make us holy.  Which Word? Jesus. Jesus is the Word that became flesh and dwelt among us.  In the flesh, He died for us to make us holy, and so we are.  This is what the Word does.  It makes us holy, calls us holy, prays for our holiness, and gives our holiness.  Each day we continue seeing ourselves and each other only as the sinners that we are, but the Word continues coming.  The ascended Word in the flesh, Jesus Christ prays.  He keeps calling us holy, keeps calling us forgiven, keeps us in His Name, and places us before one another as one in Him, and His Church survives.   In the Name of Jesus. Amen.
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