The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Easter 7C
Text: John 17:20-26 
Jesus prays for you

You could say that one way to know what a person holds most dear in their hearts is to find out what they pray for.

Just think about it. A person could talk about all sorts of things, spend their time doing all sorts of things, but if you were able to eavesdrop on a person at their bedside quietly whispering their prayers to God, you’d really get a good insight into the fears, longings and treasures of their heart wouldn’t you? 

Think for a moment of a famous Christian you know. Maybe the Pope, or Barak Obama, or Bono from U2. When they are away from the limelight, just them and God, wouldn’t it be fascinating to know what they pray for?

Now of course as interesting as it might be, it’s really none of our business in one sense. 

And so what an incredible privilege it is, that in this chapter of John’s Gospel, we have a God-given, Spirit inspired opportunity to ‘listen in’ on the prayers of the Lord Jesus, and so be encouraged in our Christian journey. 

As we listen in today we’ll look at three things here from these verses:
First the simple fact that Jesus prays for you. 

Second the unity among his people that Jesus prays for. 

And finally the result of this prayed for unity, which is that the world would be drawn himself.

So first is this simple fact that Jesus prays for you. This whole chapter of John 17 is in fact one long prayer of Jesus and it’s fairly neatly divided into three sections that we generally hear over three years on this 7th Sunday of Easter. 

In the first part, Jesus prays for himself as he prepared to go to the cross. 
In the second part his prayer focuses on his small group of disciples who were with him. 
Then our text picks up in the third part, where we see here how the target group of Jesus prayers changes. 

He says in verse 20, 

‘I ask not only on behalf of these…’ 

So that’s the disciples who were actually there with him, 

‘but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word’. 

So who is he praying for? 

For all future Christian believers, 

Those who would come to put their trust in Jesus through the word handed on from the Apostles, 

And that includes you and me! 

This is an incredible prayer! 

It’s as if Jesus looks into the future and prays with prophetic eyes, 

He prays for you and for the whole Christian church throughout time even before it comes into existence, 

At least in our view of time. 

It reminds me actually of a lovely Christian guy I knew who talked a bit like this. 

He was a single man, 

But at one point he said something about praying for his wife, 

And someone asked him, what do you mean. 

He said ‘Oh I pray for my wife every day, 

I just don’t know who she is yet’.

And we laughed, but he was deadly serious.  

And as it happened in God’s gracious provision he got married a few years later, 
It doesn’t happen for everyone like that, 

But that was this guy’s story. 

Now the point though is that Jesus is praying a little bit like this it seems to me, 

Except that as the Son of God he looks into the future and does know his own sheep who will hear his voice and come to believe. 

Just think 2000 years before you were born, 

And just a few hours before he went to the cross for your salvation, 

Jesus had you in mind and prayed for you. 

But it’s gets better still. 

This last Thursday we celebrated the Ascension of Jesus. 

And one of the things we celebrate in the Ascension is that Jesus is right now at their right hand of God continually interceding for us, 

And that intercession means several things, 

But one thing it means is simply that Jesus continues to pray for you. 

The one who came into this world as one of you, the one who went to the cross to die for you, the one who rose again to bring life to you, now in heaven continually prays for you and for his whole church. 

A pastor was speaking to a lady who had done quite a bit of overseas missionary service, in Papua New Guinea, Pakistan, and other places. She has been in some fairly tough places and had been through some severe trials with her husband. 

The pastor asked about where she got the strength from to do what she did. He expected her to say from God or something like that. But she didn’t, at least not directly. 

Instead she said that all along the thing that she felt most strengthened by, was that someone very special in her life back home was praying for her every single day: her mum. No matter where she was or what she was doing she knew her mum was praying for her, and so tapping into God’s strength on her behalf if you like. 
If that sort of comfort and encouragement and strength is available by knowing our mum is praying for us, how much more powerful is it knowing that that the Son of God, Jesus your Saviour, prays for you? 

Okay so that’s the first point, 

Just the simple fact that Jesus prays for you. 

The second point is to see what specifically Jesus prays for among his future believers. 

And the big theme here is unity, ‘that they may all be one’. 

There’s lots of things he could pray for: that we are kept safe from harm and danger, 

that we would be strengthened in times of suffering and persecution and so on, and these are referred to elsewhere, because no doubt Jesus intercedes for his Church comprehensively...

But the specific focus here is that he prays for unity among Christian believers. So that if you want to know for sure one thing that is closest to the heart of our Lord Jesus, you listen on this prayer, and you will hear him praying that we may be one. 

But what sort of unity and oneness is it? Well, he says in v 21,

‘As you, Father are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us…’ 

So there’s a sense in which our unity is modelled on the unity within the Triune God. 

Where there is mutual love, there is oneness of mind and heart and will and purpose, and so on.

But it’s a bit more than that, 

Because in the next verses Jesus speaks like this, 

‘….so that they may be one as we are one. I in them and you in me, 

(So) that they may be completely one…’  

There’s something more here, 

The unity among Christians Jesus prays for is not simply modelled on the life of the Trinity, 

It flows from the life of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

As the Father and in the Son, and as the disciples is in Christ,  

Then this complete oneness arises. 

So on the one hand we see that for our Lord Jesus unity among his people is close to his heart, 

The division among Christians in our world and in local churches is a tragic thing. 

But on the other hand we can sometimes then draw the false conclusion that it’s all up to us to fix the problems. 

Where as the very fact that Jesus prays for this unity shows us that the key to it lies within God’s power and not ours. 

Any one-ness among Christians is only a reflection and consequence of the one-ness of God that he shares with us. 

Now in all that though let’s not miss the main point here, 

This is not a commandment form Jesus, at least not explicitly, 

It’s not even first and foremost his teaching about unity, 

It is first and foremost his prayer for this to happen. 

When Christian Churches have problems and divisions begin to appear, 
Which threatens the Lutheran church from time to time, 

Jesus is at the right hand of the Father praying for unity in his church. 

When sin comes crashing into our lives like a wedge of division, 

Into our congregations, 
Into our families, 

Into our marriages, 

When that wedge of sin gets in and threatens the God given unity, 

When it pushes apart and divides, 

Jesus prays for one-ness, 

And the prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective, 

How much more the prayers of the Son fo God.  
Okay, so first we looked at the simple fact that Jesus prays for us, 

Then at the unity he prays for, 
Then finally let’s touch on the result of his prayed-for unity, which is to do with mission; 

In verse 21, 

‘…may they all be one…

may they also be in us,
so that the world may believe that you have sent me’. 

Then again in v 23, 

‘that they may be completely one, 

So that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me’. 

Now again notice the specific result here. 

Jesus could have pointed to a different reason for his prayed for unity. He could have said, ‘May they be one, may the church be unified, so that she is strengthened for times of suffering and persecution’. Presumably that would be true, 

But it’s not what Jesus specifically mentioned in his prayer here. 

Instead he prays for his Church to be one for the sake of the world, for the sake of those who don’t believe in him and know him. 

In Jesus’ new commandment to love one another, Jesus said ‘By this all will know that you are my disciples’. 

This is another variation on that theme. 

As Jesus focuses his prayer on unity among his followers, we find something that is close to his heart. 

But we dare not let this lead us to mistakenly think that the rest of the unbelieving world is not also close to his heart. 

They are, indeed, they are. 
In verse 23 Jesus speaks of the Father’s love for the world, reminding us of that great passage in John 3:16 of the Father’s love for the world in sending his Son. 

And in v 25 we can almost hear Jesus’ heart breaking as he cries out to the Father about the world who does not know you. 

As Jesus prays, we discover that close to his heart is every one of his followers, but also is every person in this world who does not know him, who does not believe in him. 

And amazingly for Jesus the way in which they will come to believe in him and so be where he is and see his glory, is as they see the unity of God reflected in the unity of his Church. 

So in Jesus’ prayer we see that unity in the Christian church and mission to the world go hand in hand. 

But again I remind you, this is not a command for mission, we get those elsewhere, but that’s not primarily what this is. 

It’s not even first and foremost teaching on how to reach out to the world. 

It is a privileged opportunity to listen in on the marvellous truth that the Son of God prays for world to come to know him. He prays for every one of your friends and families who do not believe, that they may come to believe and know his love. 

There are plenty of famous people of God for whom I’d love to eavesdrop on their prayers. But what a joy it is that here we can find encouragement in listening in to the prayers of our Lord Jesus himself.

He prays for you. 

He prays for unity among his Church. 

He prays for unity, so that the world may come to believe. 

God grant it for Jesus’ sake, Amen. 
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