Jesus’ Prayer for Unity
John 17:20-26
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I could say that I have spent a week with a question. I could say that I have had the question since I put together this sermon series. But really, I have had this question since about 1978, when I was in a bible study.  That study looked in depth at chapters 13-17 of John.  One unusual thing in John is how he uses the idea of Glory.


In John 13:31 Jesus said, on the very evening he was going to be arrested, on the day before he was to be crucified:  “Now is the son of Man glorified and God is glorified in him.”   He did not say, in a few days (on Easter Sunday) the Son of Man will be glorified.  But on this evening before the hardest work of his ministry, he said that he had already been glorified.


John 17 is a prayer – one of the longest in the bible.  In it Jesus prays about his ministry, he prays about the apostles and he prays for the church that will grow out of their witness.  The prayer begins, “Father, the time has come. Glorify your son, so that your son may glorify you.”

What is this glory?  Can it be the cross?  Can it be the unity of his love with the Father? Can it be the Resurrection from the dead? Or his return to heaven?


Then we find in our text today, that we have been given this glory:  Jesus prayed, in John 17;22,  about all who would believe the message of Christ: “I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one.”  


This glory is a five part unity:  Unity in the Gospel, in Mission, in Love, in the Future and In the Present.


It is not something we could possibly attain, but it is something we have already been given.


Read John 17:20-26

I. Unity in the Gospel – v. 20

“My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message.” 


This verse says several things that are important.  


First, it defines who is a Christian.  There are many definitions of Christian.  It can be someone who is a member of a Christian Church; or who was once baptized, or someone who goes to church.  It used to be assumed that everyone in American and Europe were Christian, unless they said otherwise.


Jesus gives a definition.  A Christian is someone who believes in Jesus based upon the original gospel. 


It is necessary to believe.  It is necessary to trust in Christ.  Being an American or even being a member of a church is not the right answer.  It is those who believe and trust in Christ.


It is necessary that we believe in Christ as he is presented in the original gospel.  There have been other so-called gospels and other so-called lives of Jesus.   Jesus said that all who believe in Jesus, based upon the message he entrusted to the Apostles, these are Christians.


The Apostles preached that Jesus came from an eternal fellowship with God, was born as a man, lived a good life, did many wonders, and, most importantly, he died on the Cross for our sins and was raised form the dead for our Salvation.  He now is with the Father in heaven until he returns to restore heaven and earth.


Therefore, the Apostles preached, “repent and believe Jesus”.


Second, this shows us that Jesus prayed for you.  He prayed for every Christian who would ever be.  He dies not pray in these 7 verses for the original 12.  He prays for all who have believed since them and all who will ever believe.  It includes you, if you believe, and it includes an unknown number.


So all that Jesus prayed, he prayed for you.  All that Jesus prayed he prayed for me.  All that Jesus prayed, he prayed for every Christian at all times and in all churches in all nations.  This is a prayer for our Eternal family.
II. Unity in Mission – 

Jesus came into the world for a mission.  Jesus established the church to continue that mission.  Unity within the church is both a means to achieve the mission and it is also the result of that mission. 

Unity is the final result that will exist in eternity as all who believed are united in one great celebration.


Unity in the church is also a means to the mission of God. Consider these two verses in Jesus’ prayer.

· “May they also be in us so that he world may believe that you have sent me”.  v. 21
· “May they be brought to complete unity to let he world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.” V. 23

This does not have to mean that we need to all get into one congregation or one denomination.  The church in the world is a little like the story of Humpty Dumpty:  All the kings horses and all the kings men could not put Humpty Dumpty back together again.  It will take the Lord to reunify his church.  When we try unity by human design, it is usually a political process of finding those things we can all agree on.  So we look for the lowest common denominator.  The Unity of the church is based on the highest denominator – Christ.  


In the mean time, we can work together.  I pray with a pastors group – many of them are part of Pentecostal churches – that is not my style, and I would find it hard to worship the way they do, as they would have trouble here.  But we can unite in prayer for Christ’s mission in the greater Madison area.  This is unity in spirit – which is a seed of the final unity we will one day achieve.

On the other hand, there is a church bringing in a nationally known speaker, author, retired bishop and controversialist.  This man does not believe in the gospel as the Apostles told it, but wants a new gospel for the 21st Century – one without the need of the cross, or of sin and salvation, or of heaven, nor of faith in a personal God.  In fact there is nothing that we share beyond the name “Christian”.  With him there is no path to unity, and there can be no common mission.  I plan to save the $50 and stay home.

III. Unity in Love –  “I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one.  I in them and you in me.  May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have love them even as you have loved me.”  V. 22, 23

Back to John 17.  A few chapters earlier, during that same evening, Jesus gave the New Commandment.  The existing commandments were to love God and to love Neighbor.  The New Commandment goes like this:


“A new commandment I give you:  Love one another.  As I have love you, so you must love one another.”  John 13:35

The command is Love one another.  Within the community of Christians there should be love.  There are many commands to put away anger and bitterness.  There are commands to forgive one another.  This is a great part of spiritual health.  If you notice that your spiritual life is dry and unfeeling, check whether you lack in love and acceptance.  Your anger or bitterness or hurt feelings, your unspoken anger and your hidden resentments can eat away at your heart and can eat away at the life of the church.  So we are called to put away all of those things.


The Command is defined by Jesus.  Maybe you say, “I just have to be nice and polite on the outside.”  But did Jesus only practice politeness?  No, he loved fully and completely; he held back nothing.  The command is to love one another, “as I have love you, so you must love one anther.”


The best definition of love is I Corinthians 13 – learn these and live these words in Christian community.  They go far beyond politeness!


I Corinthians 13: 4-8a 


4 Love is patient,  love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  5 It is not rude, it is not self-seeking,  it is not easily angered,  it keeps no record of wrongs.   6 Love does not delight in evil  but rejoices with the truth.   7 It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.  



8 Love never fails.

This Love is missional.  When people see forgiveness, they are curious. When they see unity among diversity they are curious.  Our nation often tries to create unity by law and by quotas.  It can not be done.  Love has to come from the heart.  The love we express to one another is Missional.  It is preaching the gospel.

IV. Unity in the Future – v. 24 

“Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me because you loved me before the creation of the world.”

There is a unity in our future.  Do you realize that this prayer is for you and me?  Let’s translate freely: “I want those there at Bethany to be with me, and to see the glory I had from before the creation of the world.”

Let’s take a peek – do you want to?  The bible gives us a few peeks at eternity.  I don’t think they are exactly a description of heaven, because it says, “eye has not seen nor ear heard what the Father has in store for us.”


Rev. 7:9-12  After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, [10] and crying out with a loud voice, "Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!" [11] And all the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, [12] saying, "Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen." 


How will we get to such a place?  Jesus answered that question put to him by Thomas:  John 14:5-7     Thomas said to him, "Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the way?" [6] Jesus said to him, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. [7] If you had known me, you would have known my Father also. From now on you do know him and have seen him." 


Our unity is as much based on the future as the present.  Since we now know that there is only one eternal family, and there are no separate rooms for Baptists and Methodists and Hymn singers and Guitar players – we may as well start getting along down here.

This glory is a five part unity:  Unity in the Gospel, in Mission, in Love, in the Future and now we come to the final part, Unity In the Present.

IV. Unity in the Present – v. 25, 26 

“Righteous Father, through the world does not know you, I know you, and they know that you have sent me. I have made you known to them, and will continue to make you know in order that the love you have for me may be in them and that I myself may be in them.”


What is this glory?  Do you remember that question?  The Glory that Christ has already given to us is all of these things.  It is the Gospel that restores us to god. It is the Mission to the World. It is the Love of Christian fellowship.  It is our future hope.  And finally it is a present glory.

When the Israelites lived in the wilderness, the Glory of God would lead them and it would descend to rest over the ark of the Covenant – in the most holy part of the sanctuary.  There, the glory of God was present.


Jesus said we have this glory.  V. 22 “I have given them the glory that you gave me.”


The Old Testament glory was the life giving presence of God in the middle of the people.  The New Testament Glory is the life given presence of God in the middle of the people.



The difference is that in the Old Order Glory was in the house of Worship.


In the New Order Glory is in our hearts.  Individually we are temples to god.  Together, we are a temple to god.


The Glory is that God the Father, Jesus the Son and the Holy Spirit, three persons in one being, bring their glory into our community.   This is why it says, “where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there in the midst of you.”  This is why Jesus said, “Lo, I will be with you to the end of the age.”


When we gather as this thing called a church realize what it is and what it is not.  It is not a building – for that is just bricks and wood.  It is not a human organization – we have a legal incorporation with the State of Wisconsin, but that is not what we are.  It is not an organizational chart – that is not who we are.  We are a community, a family, and a living temple among whom God chooses to dwell.
