
Sanctify Them in Your Truth!

John 17:17


	 We have been going through the most amazing and heartfelt and substantial 
prayer that has ever come from the lips of any person. It came from our High Priest, 
and the one who still intercedes for us at the right hand of the Father on High. We see 
that he prays for Himself and the importance of finishing his course that His Father has 
given us. But he also prays for his own. He prays for these imperfect apostles that he 
has chosen, and we see the answer to that prayer in the Book of Acts as they end up 
turning the world upside down through the simple preaching of the Gospel. And if you 
ever want to see the glory and powers of prayer, we can see how God used the prayer 
and is using the prayer of Jesus Christ. 

	 But he also pleads for those who would come after and be brought to a saving 
knowledge of Christ. And as we look at this passage of Scripture what would seem 
odd to us is that he does not pray that we would be rescued from danger, peril or 
suffering. And the reason why I point that out is there is nothing wrong with praying to 
God from deliverance from those areas, but there is everything wrong if that is the only 
thing or the main thing we pray about. He prays that they would be kept from the evil 
one. And prays that they would have one of the great distinguishing marks of 
Christianity and that is joy. This life certainly is not bland but one of the most exciting 
and glorious lives that we can live even with all of the trials and difficulties and 
obstacles that come our way. We have such a joy in Jesus! He is our Lord and Saviour, 
and every new day is another opportunity to make much of him. Every new day means 
we are one day closer to being with him. 

	 But the other mark of a believer is holiness. And holiness is not legalism. 
Legalism is a way to try to earn a position before God based on my moral living or my 
righteousness. No, holiness is not trying to earn any position before God, but it is a 
response to knowing and loving Christ. We want to be holy because God is holy. And 
here Jesus prays that we would be kept from evil and the evil one. In John 17:15 he 
prays, “I do not ask that you take them out of the world, but that you keep them 
from the evil one.” And with all the talk of freedom in Christ, so often that it is 
expressed that I am free to do what I want. And in a way that is so true, but it forgets 
that God has given us new life. And it is through that new life we desire to follow Christ, 
know Christ, live like Christ, in other words, to live holy lives. Before coming to Christ, I 
wanted nothing to do with God or holiness, but now God has given me a desire. And it 
is not an option for us as believers. Ephesians 4:24, “and to put on the new self, 
created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.” And it is how 
God is conforming us into the image of Christ. Hebrews 12:10, “For they disciplined 
us for a short time as it seemed best to them, but he disciplines us for our good, 
that we may share his holiness.” God seeks the highest for us and that is to have 
holiness formed in us. 

	 Now here is the question, when you see joy and holiness, which attribute in this 
prayer do you seek or desire the most? And we would probably say joy because of the 
way we live for pleasure in this life. But it is incredible that all of these attributes are 
related to one another. The ones who progress in holiness, progress in seeing and 



savouring all that Jesus is for them. They love Christ and have a greater joy in him 
because of who he is and what he has done and is doing in their lives. There is a 
humble joy in that walk of holiness. The other question is how do we become holy in 
Christ? And God has chosen two primary means and they work in tandem. One is 
prayer which is exemplified right here. We should be praying for one another and 
ourselves that we would progress in loving and being conformed in that blessed image 
of Christ. But God works in conjunction with prayer with his holy Word. We must be 
people of the Book. 

	 And today we come to a very short verse but one of the most familiar and often 
quoted verses in this High Priestly prayer of Jesus, and that is verse 17. And let’s put 
the verse up on the screens, and let’s see if we can say that verse out loud together, 
“Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth.” Part and parcel of being changed by 
the word of God is realizing what the Scriptures say, and the problem with this verse is 
that it is so familiar that we really think we know all that Jesus is praying for so that we 
really do not give it a second thought. And we do not let the Spirit do his work of 
conviction, direction, change and encouragement through this verse. And do you want 
to change? Have you settle where you are spiritually? Do you want to have a greater 
joy in Christ? Do you wan at your life to impact others for the glory of Christ? Then let 
us look at this verse and understand what Jesus is praying for to God the Father. 


1. We need to see, Jesus is praying for my sanctification. V.17. 

	 Now sanctification is one of these fives syllable words that we take it for granted 
that we know the meaning of. But do we? What meaning would you give to this word? 
Often we use words without much thought. In fact, most would read this verse and say 
that the meaning is that process where God uses us to be conformed more and more 
into the image of Christ. And certainly that process is going on. But that cannot be the 
full meaning of the word because look at verse 19, “And for their sake I consecrate 
myself, that they also may be sanctified in truth.” Jesus is not praying for that 
process of holiness to be going on in his own heart that he might progress in holiness 
because he is the Holy One. Consecrate has the same meaning here as sanctify — 
same word in the Greek. There is no putting off sin and putting on righteousness 
because there is no iniquity found in him and he is perfectly holy. The goal of all that he 
does is to sanctify them. It is synonymous with our salvation. 

	 And the there are two aspects or parts to sanctification and this prayer of 
sanctification. The first is found in the meaning of the word. And the meaning of the 
word is “to be set apart,” or “to be given over to something.” And the word here means 
to be given over exclusively to God. It has the meaning to be fully and positionally and 
completely to be given over to God through Jesus Christ. Listen to Hebrews 13:12, “So 
Jesus also suffered outside the gate in order to sanctify the people through his 
own blood.” He is not talking about a process but we are perfectly and forevermore 
set apart — God’s own holy ones through Jesus Christ. We are positionally holy in 
Christ forevermore. Nothing else has to be done. This was a work of the Spirit to bring 
us to Christ in 2 Thessalonians 2:13, “But we ought always to give thanks to God for 
you, brothers beloved by the Lord, because God chose you as the firstfruits to be 
saved, through sanctification by the Spirit and belief in the truth.” So we are set 



apart for Christ at the new birth. We are made new and now we are his — forevermore. 
We praise God and we celebrate that we are forevermore his holy ones.

	 But there is another aspect of sanctification. I was at a ordination examination, 
where the candidate was being asked theological questions. And one of the questions 
he was asked: is sanctification a positional truth or it is a process, and his answer was 
“yes.” In other words, it is both. When we have been set apart for the Master, then we 
want and desire to be about the Master’s business, to be used in serving and glorifying 
him. We want to be as this prayer says to be separated by evil and separated unto the 
Lord. We long to live that life for his glory. The positional truth of who we are always 
gives over to the practical truth of wanting to be made in the image of Christ — always 
wanting to become who we are in Christ. Christ is sanctified to the Father on our 
behalf. He is our holiness. He is perfectly given over to him, and therefore when we are 
in Christ we have that perfect position, but we want to become what we are. 

	 And it is amazing that the church on this point not only has a hard time of 
defining and calling out evil, but also defining what holiness looks like. The church has 
steadily become more and more like the world, the very world controlled by the evil 
one, and the very one that Christ prays that we would be kept from. And the question 
for all of us is how important is being made in the image of Christ? How important is it 
to truly love Christ and live that sanctified life — that life given over to him? Could we 
say as we looked at this past month or past year that you have progressed in Christ? 
Are you spinning your wheels? Do you seem stuck spiritually? Often people talk about 
being in a funk spiritually and just do not know what to do. My counsel to you, is realize 
this prayer of Jesus. Realize that sanctification is not locked in a vault and only open to 
the super spiritual but Jesus’ will for all of us. And the key is right here. 


2. We need to see, God sanctifies us through his Word. V.17. 

	 One verse which speaks about how we are changed to be more like Christ is in 
2 Corinthians 3:18, “And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, 
are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another. 
For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit.” The unveiled face speaks of Moses 
when he spoke with God. As he went out of the presence of the Lord his face glowed 
with the glory of God. There was a change in his life and appearance because he had 
been in the presence of God. We are changed from one degree of glory to to another, 
in other words it is ongoing, as we behold the glory and significance of Christ in his 
word. We come in the presence of God through the word he has given us.

	 And it is incredible how we know this truth, but how we practically are chasing 
something else in order to bring change into our lives. People struggle with purity, or 
struggle in their relationships - husbands and wives, parents and children — or 
whoever. Individuals struggle with a form of Christianity that seems so wooden and not 
a living relationship with Christ. And when it comes to what Jesus prays for here, they 
basically say, “tried that but it didn’t work.” And there are a couple of caveats here. 
One is they may have learned his word but for all the wrong reasons. Progressing in 
sanctification is not about getting our dream life. It is not about ways to construct our 
kingdom, but about loving and living for the king. And the other thing here is that if you 
are a believer in Christ you have been changed through his Word but the reason why 
we recede or feel stuck spiritually is we stop doing the things that caused us to rejoice 



in Christ. And we cannot rejoice in Christ and be conformed into his blessed image 
unless we are in the Word. Again, we can be in the word and not be transformed by it. 
Some study the word for all different reason rather than a love for Christ. But we 
cannot be transformed apart from God’s Word. It is here we behold the glory of our 
Lord. It is God’s chosen means to bring us to him time and time again to behold and 
dwell in his glory. So the question becomes where are we looking for Christ? Where are 
we really going to find real and lasting and authentic change in our lives? It is God’s 
word that is the light to our paths. It is God’s chosen instrument not only to bring us to 
him but to bring authentic change into our lives. How much time and effort are we 
putting in in getting to know the God of this Word? All believers should be obsessed 
with knowing Christ through his Word. 

	 So look at this prayer of Jesus once again here in verse 17, “Sanctify them in 
the truth; your word is truth.” Now look at that little word “in” because you have 
sanctify on the one side and truth on the other. This is explaining how Jesus is asking 
the Father to sanctify us, in other words, this is the means of sanctification. And the 
means is through your truth. So there are two parts here. The prayer of Jesus has really 
the put off and put on motive doesn’t it. In verse 15, he asked that they might be kept 
from the evil one — in others words, they might be kept from not just Satan but evil, 
and all his devices. Well how is that carried out? Positively it is in truth. When we know 
the truth and dwelling in the truth of God, then evil is refuted in our lives. That is the 
problem isn’t it? When we believe a lie or tell ourselves a lie about God it leads to evil. 
In the Garden, Adam and Eve believed the lie of the devil and it led to evil. They knew 
the truth but entertained a lie. Think of the lies we tell ourselves. There is no way I can 
overcome this sin. I am stuck spiritually and there is nothing I can do. My greatest 
problem is not between me and God but outside of me. God cannot really love me — 
look at my circumstances. Yes, I know what the Word of God says, but . . . 

	 Sanctification comes when we preach God’s truth to our hearts, when we take 
every thought captive to our Christ. We bring down those strongholds and we start to 
perceive something of the height and depth of God’s love for us in Christ. And think of 
it because we are always looking for change to be extraordinary or in a flash or some 
unexplainable experience in our lives. We are looking for some spiritual lightening bolt 
to strike us and others. And the reason is we don’t want the struggle or the effort. It 
takes effort to pray and depend and to study. So how often do we pray that we 
ourselves and others would be changed through the word of God? How often are we 
opening ourselves up daily and weekly in knowing the God of the Scripture? How often 
do we think about what we are thinking, and changing the narrative in our minds, away 
from hatred or lust or lies and toward God and his grace and his truth.  

	 Because his truth is not hard to find. Look at the end of verse 17, “your word is 
truth.” Notice it is his word, or God’s word. It is his truth. Jesus said earlier that he had 
given “your truth.” He had given the word of the Father to the disciples personally. And 
it comes to us through this written word that we have. It is through this word we have 
that sanctification comes to our souls. Its Author cannot lie. It does not contain truth 
but is the truth. Again, it is amazing all the sources people go to in order to find God or 
his will. They look for an experience or some sort of vision or whatever. Jesus has given 
the truth, and it is through that truth we are sanctified. So think of it, God’s Word is our 
authority. If anything claims to be truth it is measured against the truth. Again, we can 



be so wanting change in our lives and in our relationship with Christ, but at the same 
time be so lackadaisical when it comes to knowing the truth. Listen to what Psalm 
19:7-10, “The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul; the testimony of the 
LORD is sure, making wise the simple; the precepts of the LORD are right, 
rejoicing the heart; the commandment of the LORD is pure, enlightening the eyes; 
the fear of the LORD is clean, enduring forever; the rules of the LORD are true, 
and righteous altogether. More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine 
gold; sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb.” You want wisdom 
to live in this fallen and broken world? You want to be that believer that has such a 
trust in Christ that no matter the circumstances you are always rejoicing? You want to 
be free from that addiction to lust and be drawn to holiness and purity? You want to 
live in light of eternity and being with Christ? These words are more to be desired than 
the sweetest pleasures here on earth, because they are sweeter. You think as believers 
in Christ our desire would be to know this God of the Word, to seek him through his 
Word. If it is through the Word we are sanctified stop making excuses in your life. Stop 
blaming people and situations or the way you are made or whatever. Take Jesus at his 
word. Realize the only way to be truly conformed through him is through his powerful 
and glorious word. 

	 Listen to Isaiah 55:10-11 and the analogy God uses for how the word functions 
in our life, and seek to believe it, “For as the rain and the snow come down from 
heaven and do not return there but water the earth, making it bring forth and 
sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that 
goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish 
that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” Think of it, 
as the snow melts and the rain falls it waters the land and gives life. The Word of God 
is that water to our spiritual souls, and God will not work apart from it. 

	 Richard Phillips writes, “This means that the way—the only way—for you to 
grow in holiness, becoming more like Jesus and gaining increased power to turn 
from sin to righteousness, is to commit yourself to the regular, serious, and 
believing study of God’s Word. This means that the church must be fervently 
devoted to teaching and preaching God’s Word, which is God’s special means for 
our growth in grace and godliness. Donald Grey Barnhouse wrote: “It is the Word 
of God that can establish the Christian and give him strength to overcome the old 
forces and to live the new. It can never be done in any other way.” Based on 
Jesus’ teaching in John 17:17, Barnhouse went so far as to insist: “You cannot 
find even one Christian on this earth who has developed into strength of wisdom 
and witness in the Lord who has attained it by any other means than study and 
meditation in the Word of God.” 

	 Isn’t it amazing, the Christians we adore and even want to emulate are where 
they are in their relationship with Christ, not because life has been easy or they have a 
different spouse or children, but because of their intentionality in the Word. In a day 
and age where the Bible knowledge is so accessible. The number of books and 
sermons and study aides are immense. We find it so hard just to come out and be 
consistent at church and Wednesday Bible study. We cannot even imagine having a 



regular and private time in the word. We used to call them devotions. People actually 
had their own devotional time and then family devotions and then church devotional 
times. When it comes down to it, we might say we want change but in actual fact we 
want change but not the work that goes in to that change that the Spirit uses to really 
change us. In the end, when we do not trust God’s means of grace and change in our 
lives, we not only stagnate but our families and churches suffer also. 

	 The question becomes, what are we going to do with this knowledge? Are we 
going to trust God and let the rain of his word descend on us? Are we going to be 
people of the Book? Let me give Richard Phillips the last word here, “Jesus prays that 
God himself will sanctify his people through the truth of his Word. This means that 
as we humbly and expectantly place our hearts under the Scriptures, God’s Holy 
Spirit will work in us with sanctifying power, just as rain falls to the earth and 
makes green things grow. Through his Word, God will himself work holiness into 
our lives so that we experience more and more of his life and shine more brightly 
the light of Jesus Christ into our dark world.” Let us all trust him to change us 
through his Word. 


