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God’s Sanctifying Word of Truth (John 17:17-20) 

 

Mark Dever began a sermon sharing a modern satire on truth in our times:  
     In case you hadn’t realized it, it has somehow become uncool to sound like you 

know what you’re talking about?  Or believe strongly in what you’re, like, saying? 

     Invisible question marks and parenthetical (you know?)’s and (you know what 

I’m saying?)’s have been attaching themselves to the ends of our sentences? Even 

when these sentences aren’t, like, questions, you know? 

     Declarative sentences—so-called because they used to, like, you know, declare 

things to be true, okay, as opposed to other things are, like, totally, you know, not? 

… we’ve been infected by a totally hip and tragically cool interrogative tone? …  

     Like I have nothing personally invested in my own opinions, okay? I’m just 

inviting you to join me on the bandwagon of my own uncertainty? 

 

     [In our world of mush we must ask] What’s happened to our conviction? Where 

are the limbs out on which we once walked?  Have they been, like, chopped down 

with the rest of the rain forest, you know? Or do we have, like, nothing to say? 

     Has society become just so, like, totally filled with those conflicting feelings of  

nyah ... we’ve just gotten to the point where it’s just, like ... whatever! 

     And so actually our disarticulation-ness is just…to disguise the fact that we’ve 

become the most aggressively inarticulate generation to come along since . . . 

you know, . . . a long time ago?! [that’s adapted from a writer named Taylor Mali] 

 

[Dever went on that this is in the world we live and move and breathe in, a world] 

uncomfortable with the whole idea of truth. We don’t like it. True, you see, 

involves false, and false sounds, you know, negative and hurtful. Truth sounds 

intolerant … so we today prefer softer tones … rounded corners on our words … 

sensitive to absolutes, to argument, to authority…’1  

 

Into this world Jesus came speaking articulately declaratively absolute truth 

arguments with certainty, authority, conviction. In Jn 17:17, our text today 

in our study through this chapter, Jesus speaks to God the Father about ‘the 

truth, your word is truth.’ His Word is the truth, the whole truth and nothing 

but the truth, and with the help of God, we put our hand on God’s Word and 

take our stand on its truth, cover-to-cover. Minutes earlier in Jn 14:6, He  

said ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father 

except through me.’ It’s exclusive, emphatic dogmatic truth! Jesus prays for 

believers in our text, Jn 17:17: Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth 

 

This is one of the classic statements in Scripture on the truth of God’s word. 

Key word is truth, 2x in v. 17. This is the key verse of Jn 17 with key truths:  

 1. We Need to Be Sanctified in Biblical Truth 
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The truth of God’s Word is what sets us apart (that’s one of the meanings of 

the word sanctify, to set apart). This truth sets apart Christians, Christianity. 

This concept of truth in God’s Word is very different than in the world. The 

postmodern culture around us sees truth as what’s defined, even determined 

by what’s inside us, as if we create truth as it becomes true to us. But John 1 

says Jesus is the Creator of all things, not us, and truth comes through Him, 

not us (1:3, 17). He defines and determines truth as its source and standard. 
[His truth doesn’t become true, it is true, and comes through His word] 

17:17 isn’t the first time He spoke of the truth. He said in 8:31 if you ‘know 

the truth…the truth will set you free.’ Our world wants to be free of Christ’s 

truth claims; truth is you can’t be truly free until you know the truth in Him. 

Jesus talks about ‘the truth’ again in the chapter after this, talking to Pilate 

in 18:37. In 18:38 Pilate asks ‘What is truth?’ That Pontius question in our 

day has become a postmodernist question: ‘what is truth to you, your truth?’ 

Or the more subtle evangelical version: ‘what does this verse mean to you?’ 

Even well-meaning ‘Bible study’ facilitators say ‘to me I feel it’s saying…’  

 

But what it means to me/my feelings isn’t Bible study! Ask ‘what did God 

mean when He inspired it, by the original author to the original audience?!’ 

What does the verse mean if you’d never been born? That’s what it means! 

The truth Jesus speaks of in John 17:17 isn’t in us, it’s in the Word of God. 

There aren’t many truths or many ways, Jesus said ‘I am the way, the truth.’ 

Jesus speaks in v. 17 of ‘the truth’ as objective fact, not subjective feelings. 

To our world, biblical truth is obsolete; but in the Word its truth is absolute. 
[our world says dogmatically ‘don’t be dogmatic’] 

Jesus affirms the absolute truthfulness of Scripture, it’s without error and it 

cannot fail, as He said earlier ‘scripture cannot be broken’ (10:35). To Jesus 

inspiration extends to details like the tenses of verbs and different Hebrew 

words for Lord (Mt 22:31-32, 41-45), and even the markings on the Hebrew 

letters, called jot and tittle (5:18, like in English dotting I’s or crossing T’s).    

Jesus believed the truth begins with a literal creation. He said in Mk 10:45 

‘From the beginning of creation, “God made them male and female.” Many 

think it was at the end of billions of years after creation began that He made 

man and woman, but Jesus said He created mankind back at the beginning. 

That fits with a Gen 1 week but not man made at the end of billions of years 

 

God’s truth doesn’t fit with evolution or evolving positions on marriage, as 

Jesus also affirmed there God joins only 1 man and 1 woman together and 

we must not put biblical marriage asunder. The U.S. thinks truth changes, 

but v. 17 says God’s truth is to change us, that’s part of what sanctify means  
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People say there’s no such thing as absolute unchanging truth. Ask if that’s 

the absolute truth or could it change? Or when someone argues you can’t be 

completely certain about anything, ask if he’s completely certain about that? 

If someone says it doesn’t matter what we believe as long as we’re sincere, 

ask if it mattered what the 911 hijackers believed as they were very sincere?  

 

Don’t say ‘what’s true for you is true for you, what’s true for me is true for 

me.’ It’s not true! If I think I’m Lebron James, does that make it true, I am 

Lebron James?’ What if you don’t believe in gravity, does that make it not 

exist? If so, what happens for you when you jump off a building? There are 

laws in God’s world and God’s Word, facts regardless of whether or not it’s 

‘true for me.’ Like no matter how sincere I am, I can’t jump like Lebron, 

and if you jump off a building, gravity is true, every postmodernist will fall. 

Whether you believe it or not, Jesus is the only way, the truth, the life, He’s 

coming again to judge with hellfire all unbelievers. That’s the gospel truth.   
[if you repent of sin and trust Jesus as Lord, you can be saved] 

Some 30x in John’s gospel Jesus began a sentence with ‘I tell you the truth,’ 

(Greek way to say this is absolute truth). His Word is inerrant, infallible and 

inexhaustible. There’s a lot of truth here in v. 17, I can’t exhaust its depths. 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones preached 11 sermons just on v. 17! He published those 

sermons with a subtitle Exploring the Depth of Jesus’ Prayer for His Own.2 

I won’t be going that deep today, but let’s dive in, start to explore the caves 

of truth and treasure under the surface that you can search out further deeper 

  

The context is the upper room farewell message of Jesus before He goes to 

Gethsemane that night and Calvary hours later. Here’s how the night began: 

13:1 ‘…Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart out of this world to the 

Father, having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the 

end [other translations ‘to the uttermost,’ or ‘showed them the full extent of 

his love.’ How?] … He laid aside his outer garments, and taking a towel … 

he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet …’  

 

He started the evening showing them the depths of His love, stooping down 

to the lowest place to wash their feet, now He ends this night by showing 

them the heights of His love looking up to highest heaven to pray for them: 

17:1 When Jesus had spoken these words, he lifted up his eyes to heaven, 

and said ‘Father, the hour has come…’ He knew the hour had come in 13:1 

so He laid hands on the filthy feet of His disciples to show them love, now 

in Jn 17 He lays hold of the throne of heaven for them in the same love and 

as we saw last week, He still continues that same care and prayer in heaven. 



4 

 

4 

 

He loved them by cleansing them physically, now He loves them by praying 

for their cleansing spiritually, that’s what being sanctified is, as 17:17 prays. 

In Jn 15:3 He told them they had been cleansed by the Word He gave them, 

that’s the initial cleansing of salvation, but 17:17 is our ongoing cleansing. 
 

The heart of this prayer is for the sanctification of believers in Christ, their 

holiness. The root word behind sanctify/consecrate here is hagios, holy one. 

Through the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of truth (16:13), Jesus prays in 17:11 to 

God as Holy Father and in v. 17 asks the Holy Bible to make us holy ones.   

Christ in Scripture is called ‘the Holy One,’ so our being made holy is being 

made more like the Holy One, it’s being more Christ-like. People get weird 

ideas or images in their mind of what it means to be holy, put all that aside 

and just think of being like Christ. ‘Sanctify them’ in v. 17 comes after v. 16 

‘They are not of the world, just as I am not of the world.’ So another simple 

way to understand in context what it means to be sanctified is: be set apart 

from the world, holiness has to do with difference from this world, set apart. 

It’s nothing mystical or magical, it’s through prayer like v. 17 and the Word 
Take time to be holy, speak often with thy Lord; 

Abide in Him always, and feed on His Word … 

Take time to be holy, the world rushes on; 

Spend much time in secret, with Jesus alone. 

By looking to Jesus, like Him thou shalt be; 

Thy friends in thy conduct His likeness shall see … 

Take time to be holy, be calm in thy soul, 

Each thought and each motive beneath His control.3 

 

David prayed ‘Your words are truth…may it please You to bless the house 

of Your servant.’ Joshua said ‘for me and my house we will serve the Lord’4  

 

How does that look practically in our homes? Boice gives several examples 

of how we’re to be set apart: ‘One of the priorities we must have concerns 

our time…there are evangelicals who find their time so taken up with sports 

that Christian activities are crowded out…A second area is the amount of 

time spent watching television. Statistics say that the average American 

watches television over five hours every day…The Bible says, “Make the 

most of every opportunity, because the days are evil” (Eph. 5:16) … How 

about the use of Sunday? I do not believe that we should have blue laws. I 

do not believe in proscribing what is proper and improper Sunday activity 

for anyone. But how do we use Sunday? Do we go to church? Do we want 

to worship God? Is…80[-90] minutes on Sunday morning the whole of our 

Sunday commitment? Is it the total of the time we want to receive [v. 17]? 
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… Perhaps the most pressing area in which we have to be distinct is 

sexual ethics, particularly in our conception of marriage and the way we 

conduct our marriages…Are we in it primarily for personal satisfaction? Or 

are we there because we believe God has brought us together with our 

spouse to establish a Christian home in which his truth can be raised high, 

Christian values demonstrated, and children raised in the nurture and 

admonition of the Lord?...Finally, we must be distinct in our use of money 

and other resources. How do we use our money? All of us have money we 

could use in the Lord’s work. Do we…use it? Are we faithful in that area?’5 

 

To ask it another way, does our time, talent, and treasure reflect we’re set 

apart from the world, different than its values? Is the Word sanctifying us? 

What if you’re not in a godly home, or there are unbelievers in your home? 

1 Cor 7:14 talks about the sanctifying influence a believer can have on an 

unbelieving spouse or child. 1 Pet 3 talks about the influence a godly wife 

can have on an ungodly man by her sanctified behavior, ‘when they see 

your pure and respectful conduct…a gentle and quiet spirit.’ Peter says that 

is precious in God’s sight. The Psalms say His Word is to be precious to us. 
[Pr 2 says we’re to come to God’s Word like seeking hidden treasure] 

Ps 119:11 says ‘Your word I have treasured in my heart, That I may not sin 

against You’ (NAS). One of the ways God sanctifies us by the truth of His 

Word is as we hide it in our heart like treasure. Memorizing and meditating 

on truth of the Word is key. Desiring God has a great smartphone app called 

Fighter Verses with options to memorize with music, devotionals, etc. Or if 

your kids are in AWANA, you can memorize their verses along with them. 

 

Sanctification happens by the Word, as we apply specific truths in our days. 

v. 17 says spiritual growth is by Bible truth. If you’re not in scripture daily, 

not praying like Jesus, you won’t become more like Him. You need to apply 

sermons and scripture reading in your daily life and pray to grow spiritually. 
[1 Pet 2:2 says long for the Word like milk so you may grow] 

Heb 10 also talks about the importance of church worship in sanctification. 

Ps 92 says singing with God’s people at morning and night helps us grow. 

Eph 5:26 says the church is sanctified ‘by the washing of water with the 

word…that she might be holy and without blemish.’ Christ in His love for 

His church bathes her in the Word as it’s preached, sanctifying His bride as 

the Word like water washes over her Sunday after Sunday to make her holy.  

Do you immerse yourself as the church in the Word, putting yourself under 

the cleansing waters of Christ’s Word taught, or are you like a young child 

resisting bathing, not understanding your need to be washed by it regularly? 
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From Eph 5 to Eph 6 Paul moves from the image of the church being bathed 

to a soldier who needs the Word of God daily like a soldier needs his sword 

in battle. As individuals in spiritual warfare, we can’t rely only on training 

times with the gathered soldiers and leave our weapon there till next week. 

Soldiers need to be armed in the trenches. I need the sword of the Lord for 

daily battles, it’s the only weapon I have. It’s for every day and everywhere. 

Our greatest enemy isn’t outside us, it’s inside us, and Heb 4:12 says God’s 

Word is also that double-edged sword that opens our heart and lays bare the 

innermost thoughts. The Great Physician sanctifies us by the truth, His word 

of truth, the truth hurts, but it’s a surgeon blade to cut out cancer and heal us 

 

Many young men don’t live in purity because they’re leaving their weapon 

on the shelf and they’re not seeking help from medics or mature soldiers. Ps 

119:9 How can a young man keep his way pure? By guarding it according 

to your word … 36 Incline my heart to your [Word] …37 Turn my eyes from 

looking at worthless things; and give me life in your ways … 55 I remember 

your name in the night, O LORD, and keep your law…59 When I think on my 

ways, I turn my feet to your testimonies … 101 I hold back my feet from every 

evil way, in order to keep your word… 105 Your word is a lamp to my feet … 

 

We could go to other passages to see how we’re sanctified by the truth, like 

John 17:17 says, but if we keep reading to v. 18 we see why we need to be 

sanctified by the truth. We’re set apart by the Word to be sent into the 

world. 18 As you sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world. 

This is past tense, speaking of the apostles, He had sent them into the world, 

to speak the word of the gospel so others would believe. v. 20: I do not ask 

for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their word  

…other translations say ‘their message,’ that’s the apostle’s gospel message  

 

But it’s not just the 11 that are sent and set apart, He prays for all believers. 

The big idea is we’re to be set apart by the Word in v. 17 and sent into the 

world in v. 18 just like Christ was sent into the world. God sanctifies us in 

the truth of His Word and then sends us to speak that truth in our witness. If 

we only had v. 17, we might think the key to holiness is withdrawing from 

the world, but v. 18 says we’re made holy to witness to the world. It isn’t 

monasteries we’re set apart from the world for, it’s for mission to the world. 

Our holiness in v. 17 makes effective our witness in v. 18. An unholy life is 

unhelpful to Christ. 2 Tim 2:21 says those ‘cleansed’ are ‘sanctified, useful 

to the Master, prepared for every good work’ (NASB). 1 Pet 2:9 calls you ‘a 

holy nation…that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you’ 
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This is why we need to be sanctified by the truth. But as we close, there’s 

another need. Al Mohler explains: ‘you have a need many of you in this 

room do not know that you have … there are many Christians who never 

know that they have a dramatic urgent eternal need…and they do not know! 

I want to tell you something today you probably did not come here 

expecting to hear, and that is that you need a priest…’6 We all need a priest. 

 

Our closing point: We Need a Priest for our Sanctification 

We won’t be able to do what v. 17-18 says if we don’t have a priest doing 

certain things for us. Without a priest we can’t be set apart from the world 

and we can’t be sent into the world to bring men to God. Not only do I need 

a priest, I need a human priest and so do you, or sanctification can’t happen. 

I need a priest on earth, just as OT Israel needed priests, but not a RCC one. 

 

Mohler explains what ‘comes to mind when we’re told we need a priest is 

somebody whose collar is turned around backwards … Almost every 

evangelical young person eventually asks why don’t we have priests? And 

most evangelical parents answer wrongly ‘honey we don’t need a priest. 

[But Mohler says rightly] Oh, we need a priest! But the priest we need is 

not…[a guy who dresses different and] has some sacrament of holy orders’7 

 

We need a human priest to be sanctified for our sake so we can be sanctified 

in the truth and sent to speak truth in the world. And Jesus said in v. 19: for 

their sake I consecrate myself, that they also may be sanctified in the truth. 

That’s language from the Old Covenant sacrificial system, like ‘blood of the 

covenant, poured out for many’ (same Greek phrase in Mk 14:24, for sake 

of others). In the Greek version of the OT, this word for consecrate/sanctify 

is the word in Ex 28 for a priest sanctifying himself for the sake of people 

so they can be sanctified. Jesus applies that to Himself, priest for the people. 

For the sake of His people He sanctifies Himself as priest to fulfill v. 17-18. 

 

Ex 28 said God’s priest ‘shall bear their names before the LORD on his two 

shoulders for remembrance…[and] bear the names of the sons of Israel in 

the breastpiece of judgment on his heart, when he goes into the Holy Place, 

to bring them to regular remembrance before the LORD…consecrate them, 

that they may serve me as priests’ (v. 12, 29, 41). In Num 16 the high priest 

on the Day of Atonement consecrated himself to enter the holy of holies for 

the sake of the people that they might be sanctified by sacrificial blood, then 

he offers incense. In Jn 17:19 Jesus consecrates Himself for the atonement 

of His people whose names are on His heart then He offers prayers for them 
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He bears them on His shoulders as He bears the judgment of God upon Him 

on the cross as their substitute and sacrifice, then remembers them by name 

before the Lord in prayer. His atoning work is completed, but the OT image 

includes high priestly prayer for the people after it. Jesus says ‘I consecrate 

myself for their sake,’ present tense, and it’s His present continual ministry.  
[1 Tim 2:5 ‘one Mediator between God and man, the Man Christ Jesus’] 

Turn to Hebrews 2 and I want to close with this image of the priest we need, 

not just for His work in the past on earth, but for His work in the present in 

heaven. Heb 2:11 uses the same language in Jn 17:19 of the one sanctifying 

and us who are being sanctified. Why do we need a human priest? Heb 2:17 

‘Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he 

might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to 

make propitiation for the sins of the people. 18 For because he himself has 

suffered when tempted, he is able to help [present tense ministry as priest] 

those who are being tempted. 3:1 Therefore, holy brothers, you who share 

in a heavenly calling, consider Jesus, the apostle and high priest …’   

 

We’re commanded to consider, to fix our mind on Jesus as our high priest. 

As fully human He was a substitutionary sacrifice for sins in the past, and 

also is merciful and able in the present to help us in our temptations to sin. 

Chapter by chapter Hebrews explains He’s a high priest we need each day: 

4:14 Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the 

heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. 15 For we do 

not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but 

one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. 16 Let 

us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may 

receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need. 5:1 For every high 

priest chosen from among men is appointed to act on behalf of men in 

relation to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins. 2 He can deal gently 

with the ignorant and wayward, since he himself is beset with weakness.  
 

Isaac Watts: With joy we meditate on grace, Of our High Priest above; 

His heart is made of tenderness, His bowels [move] with love. 

Touched with a sympathy within, He knows our feeble frame; 

He knows what [our] temptations mean, For he has felt the same. 

… Then let our humble faith address, His mercy and his power; 

We shall obtain delivering grace, In the distressing hour.8 

 

6:19 We have this as a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope that 

enters into the inner place behind the curtain, 20 where Jesus has gone as a 

forerunner on our behalf, having become a high priest forever … 
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7:24 he holds his priesthood permanently, because he continues forever. 25 

Consequently, he is able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to 

God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them.  

8:1 Now the point in what we are saying is this: we have such a high priest, 

one who is seated at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven… 

Before the throne of God above, a great high priest named love ever lives… 
 

Our closing hymn says 'our great High Priest is sitting at God's right hand above, 

For us His hands uplifting, In sympathy and love … 

Through manifold temptation, My soul holds on its course, 

Christ's mighty intercession Alone is my resource; 

My gracious High Priest's pleadings, Who on the cross did bleed, 

Bring down God's grace and blessings, And help in hour of need.'9 

 

9:24 For Christ has entered, not into holy places made with hands, which 

are copies of the true things, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the 

presence of God on our behalf [He appears as our priest now on our behalf] 

 

10:21 since we have a great priest over the house of God, 22let us draw near 

with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean 

from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water. 23 Let us 

hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who promised 

is faithful. 24And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good 

works, 25 not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but 

encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the day drawing near  
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