
Jn. 17:20-21 (WCF 21:4)  “Praying for Others”

For the Children: Do you pray for others of God’s people?  For the church?  Or just for your family and 
friends?  The Lord Jesus prayed for all His people.  Sometimes He prayed for those who did not believe in 
Him.  But there were things He could only pray for His people.  We should only pray for things that please the 
Lord.  He is pleased to give spiritual blessings only to those who believe in Him.  We should not pray for 
things we know God will not do, or change.  So we do not pray for those who have died: the Lord will not 
change their situation.  Questions: What does the Lord Jesus pray for His people in this text?  Why can 
these things be prayed only for believers?  What could we pray for those who do not believe in the Lord?
______________________________________________________________________________________
___

Introduction:

First Point: For Whom Jesus Prays
1) For the Apostles: The prayer begins by focusing on the apostles – though some would include other 

disciples as well.  He was praying for those who had come to know His teachings (v. 7).  But 
according to v. 12, these were also of a group from which only one was “lost” – Judas.  Had this 
been referring to all the disciples, we would have to say many were lost (Jn. 6:66) 

2) Present and Future: In v. 20, the prayer is broadened to include any who would come to believe 
through the message the apostles preached.  This reinforces the truth that the apostles were the 
“foundation” of the church (Eph. 2:20).  Jesus is therefore praying for the church of His time and of 
the future, all connected to the apostles.  The “all” of v. 21 implies this is a large group

3) Those Given: This group is also described as those “given” to Jesus by His Father (vss. 2,6,9,24). 
This implies election and “limited atonement” – that the Lord did not pray His intercessory prayer for 
all, because He had not come to save all, only those given Him by the Father.  Based on this, our 
intercessory prayers should focus on the church of the present and future.  See Jam. 5:16, Eph. 
6:18-20

Second Point: For Whom Jesus Does Not Pray
1) A Legitimate Argument from Silence: Note that the Lord’s intercessory prayer is not for the world. 

This is stated explicitly in v. 9.  In v. 20, the Lord only intercedes for believers, because He is asking 
them to be guarded, unified and enabled to give a good witness – which cannot be prayed for 
unbelievers

2) Concern for the World: Elsewhere the Lord shows His concern for unbelievers/the world.  Even v. 21 
is concerned about the church’s witness to the world.  See also Jn. 3:16, 1 Tim. 2:1-6, Lk. 23:34.  We 
cannot pray for unbelievers as we would for believers, but we can pray for the world in some ways

3) For All Things Lawful: We should only pray for things that are “according to God’s will” (Jn. 14:13, 1 
Jn. 3:22, 5:14) – not for things contrary to His Word.  We pray “Lord willing” if we do not know His 
purpose.  Since the Lord never acts or vain, we should not pray for those whose situation will not be 
altered (the dead, and those who have committed the “unforgivable sin”).  Nor should we pray that 
unbelievers should be blessed by God until they repent.  See Lk. 16:19f., 2 Sam. 12:21-23, 1 Jn. 
5:16-17; Jer. 11:14, 14:10-12, 7;16.  We can even pray against those who are hardened in their 
hatred of God (Ps. 69:22-28 and other imprecatory Psalms)

Third Point: For What Jesus Prays
1) Union with God: Jesus prays that His people may be united to God in Him, since He is one with His 

Father.  We should pray that all our brethren will enjoy this union more and more

2) Unity with Each Other: Jesus prays that unity with God may increase our unity with each other.  See 
Eph. 4:4-5, 5:31-32.  We, too, should pray for a growing expression of that given unity

3) Witness to the World: Jesus prays that His people may witness to the world by that unity with God 
and each other, as they spread the Word.  We should also pray that the Lord may strengthen us to 
remove hindrances to the Gospel, such as schism

Conclusion:


