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John 17:1-11, Acts 1:1-11    May 24th 2020 
 
Hello : )  
 
Good to be with you. I have been reminded it’s 
been a while since we had a joke. How is this?  
glue joke 
 
Let us pray. 
 
****** 
 
There is so much we can talk about, given today’s 
scripture passages… in John 17 we see how Jesus 
prays for the disciples on the night of his arrest. 
In Acts we see Him telling the disciples to wait for 
the Holy Spirit… 
  
I want to link these two together today… to show 
how they’re relevant for these pandemic days… 
and to do so by focusing on this one question: why 
does Jesus make them wait?  
 
The disciples are waiting! They are waiting for 
what Jesus promised them, the Holy Spirit, one 
who will stand alongside them in all the wonderful 
ways we saw last week.  
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And what are they being equipped for? Their 
participation in the ongoing mission of God for 
which he sends them.  
 

“But you will receive power when the Holy 
Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  
Acts 1:8 

 
They are waiting for the Holy Spirit to come.  
 
But, why is Jesus making them wait?  
 
He has sent them to participate in the mission of 
God. Why not give them the Holy Spirit there and 
then so they could immediately get on with it?  
 
As always, Jesus has a purpose and that purpose 
is, I believe, about what the waiting will do to the 
disciples. For there is something about waiting, 
particularly in in-between times (more of that 
later) which, if we engage with it intentionally, 
purposefully and well, can bring us times of 
personal growth.  
 
 
For the disciples, their entire frame of reference for 
discipleship had been with Jesus present. Now they 



3 
 

had to let go of that. They had to learn to be his 
disciples without him physically there.  
 
Why would waiting help with this? Well, how do we 
learn things? Let’s take prayer as an example. We 
tend to think that the best way to pray is to have 
some teaching on it, read a book and then give it a 
go. We understand how we learn in this way: ‘that 
we think our way into a new way of living’. In 
other words, if I understand prayer properly, then 
I’ll be able to do it.  
 
Would you be surprised if I tell you that the Bible 
records God and Jesus taking a different approach?  
 
What Jesus actually does is to model prayer to 
them, give them some sharp-edge experience that 
makes them feel their need of prayer, then teaches 
prayer, as they start asking questions. You can see 
this in Luke 9-11. Jesus sends out the twelve (Luke 
9), then the 72 (Luke 10) and only after that does 
he teach them about prayer (Luke 11). For Jesus, 
it’s not that ‘we think our way into a new way of 
living’. It’s ‘we live our way into a new way of 
thinking’. The best way to learn how to pray is to 
pray. To do mission, just get on with it.  
 
I think we have seen evidence of this since the 
pandemic and the lockdown. Are you finding that 
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after the change forced upon our lives by this 
pandemic, your thoughts about some things have 
changed along the way; that this new way of living 
has changed the way you think about some things? 
We are living our way into a new way of thinking. 
 
So for the disciples, the waiting serves to enable 
their living to be different and thus their thinking 
changes. They are being disconnected from the 
end of their time having Jesus physically present 
and are being prepared for the new beginning of 
the Holy Spirit present and their full participation in 
the Mission of God.  
 
Jesus has gone. The Holy Spirit has not yet 
arrived. They are in an in-between, transitional, 
liminal space.   
 
 
This pandemic is the ‘mother of all liminal spaces.’  
 
We are in a transitional phase, between the ending 
of one way of living that we were used to, and the 
life that awaits us when the pandemic is gone. We 
do not know for sure what that life will be like. 
 
On Tuesday of this week, I went to a local coffee 
shop, about ten minutes from where I live. It was 
the first time I had been since the pandemic 
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struck. It was nice to go back, except, things have 
changed haven’t they? The coffee shop is not as it 
was when I was last there. The look of it had 
changed. The way one interacted with the staff 
was different, too. The experience of being there 
was different. I do not know that being there will 
ever be the same as how things were before. And 
even if they are, I will not be the same. We will not 
come out of this identically the same as we were 
going into it.   
 
So something has ended for us. We don’t know 
what is to come. We are in an in-between, 
transitional, liminal space.  
 
I once saw it illustrated like this!  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



6 
 

No wonder it feels so uncomfortable. We are in 
between, in midair – with nothing solid under us.  
 
Just as well we are in his grace and grip. 
 
This time in the liminal space is a ‘stress-test’ of all 
of our values and indeed everything, isn’t it. It is 
showing us what is precious to us. It is revealing 
how much we understand about ourselves and who 
we truly are when much of where we get our 
support is kicked away. It reveals unresolved 
issues and things about ourselves we never knew.  
 
This is why, however painful, these in-between 
transitional, liminal spaces are to be embraced. 
They make us embrace things that we do all we 
can in normal times to avoid. In the revealing, 
Jesus is highlighting things Jesus wants us to deal 
with, for our healing and wholeness. 
 
It provides an answer as to why Jesus makes them 
wait. In the waiting they move on to the new 
circumstances of Jesus ascended; still with them, 
but now in a different way. In letting go, they are 
then more able to embrace the new reality. 
 
It is the same for us. Only by letting go of our 
endings can we be prepared for new beginnings. If 
I equate this to the erratic cycle of grief, to not let 
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go is to refuse to move out of that first ‘denial’ 
stage. If we do that, we can get stuck.  
 
That’s not to say anything of this is easy! It’s hard. 
It requires courage to let go.  
 
So how good are we at waiting and letting go? Of 
embracing this transitional time and walking 
faithfully, trustingly, with Jesus through it?  
 
With that in mind, it’s interesting how Jesus prays 
for his disciples in John 17.  
 
There is so much here, not least as this chapter is 
the end of a four-chapter section. To be as succinct 
as possible, let’s go to the heart of the prayer in 
verse 11.  
 

“Holy Father, protect them in your name that 
you have given me, so that they may be one, 
as we are one.” 
John 17:11  

 
But not all versions are the same. We have as you 
can see on the screen:  
 

‘protect them in your name’ (NRSV) 
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‘protect them by the power of your name’ 
(NIV) 
 
‘keep them in your name’ (ESV) 

 
 
Those are three very different things!  
 
So is it ‘protect’ or ‘keep’?  
 
And is it ‘in’ or ‘by the power of’? 
 
In verse 6 Jesus speaks about having already 
made the Father’s name known to the disciples.  
 

“I have made your name known to those 
whom you gave me from the world.” 
John 17:6  

 
Now… we have to dip into that original language to 
help us with some clarity here. 
 
‘To make a name known’ is a wonderful phrase 
which means to make someone known personally 
to someone. To make known someone’s name is to 
introduce and reveal them. Jesus has introduced 
and revealed the Father to the disciples. They have 
got to know the Father. 
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So the phrase ‘name of God’ is about the person of 
God, not the ‘the power of God’.  
 
So the NIV doesn't do well in adding ‘the power of 
your name.’  
 
The ESV is most literally accurate. ‘Keep them in 
your name.’ 
 
So in praying that God the Father would keep them 
in His name, Jesus is praying that God would keep 
them in him. In other words, Jesus is praying that 
God would keep hold of the disciples and they 
would not wander from the God they have had 
revealed to them. In other words that they won’t 
wander into unbelief!  
 
So in their waiting during that transitional time, 
Jesus prays for the disciples to remain faithful in, 
and be kept by the God who has been revealed to 
them. Jesus, now ascended, is praying for us, as 
Romans 8:34 so wonderfully reminds us. So yes, 
this is an uncomfortable time. Hold on. You might 
say: but we are in midair, in between endings and 
beginnings! What do we hold onto? I often like to 
say that God has us in his grace and grip. Jesus 
says that our Father has us and nothing can take 
us from him.  
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“My Father, who has given them to me, is 
greater than all, and no one is able to snatch 
them out of the Father's hand.”   
John 10:29  

 
We keep waiting, seeking to learn all Jesus would 
have us take from this time so that we can grow. 
For that is what our God seeks. A transformed 
heart, trusting and growing as we walk with him 
into the life he has given us: of praising him and 
proclaiming Him in word and action.  
 
 


