TEXT: John 17:20-21PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Christ's Prayer for Unity


Our Lord Jesus was an incomparable preacher.  His best known sermon evoked a sacred awe in those who heard it.  "The people were astonished for He taught them as One having authority, and not as the scribes".  His close friends highly esteemed His doctrine.  One went so far as to say, "Lord, to whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal life".  Even His bitterest foes paid Him the grudging compliment: "Never a man spoke as this Man speaks".  In short, "All bore witness to Him, and marveled at the gracious words that proceeded out of His mouth".   Chrysostom was called "The Silver Tongue"; Spurgeon became "The Prince of Preachers"; but both knew better: Our Lord Jesus was an incomparable preacher.   


As great as His preaching gifts were, however, they were surpassed by another: His gift of prayer.  Unlike too many, this Preacher was better on His knees than in His pulpit.  Never was He better than He is here.  Of the many things He says in this prayer, I want to confine our attention to one.  It is a request; a petition God thought enough of to make part of the permanent record of Holy Scripture.  It is written, therefore, to bring praise to Christ and to profit His people.  May the Lord so bless it to us.  Amen.  


My outline is simple: (1) Who is praying?  (2) When is He praying?  (3) For whom is He praying?  (4) For what is He praying?  and, (5) Why is He praying for it?


Our Lord Jesus offered the prayer.  Therefore, it is fully conformed to the will of God.  It is shorn of all egotism--in both its guilty and its innocent forms.  He is "not seeking [His] own will, but the will of the Father who sent [Him]".  No matter what this will requires of Him, He sweetly submits to it: "Nevertheless not My will, but Yours be done".  Moreover, He is praying in the capacity of a Son.  He opens the prayer--after all--with the word, "Father".  He is praying, therefore, in perfect reverence, love, and confidence.   


His prayer was offered at a crucial moment of His life.  "Father--He prays--"the hour has come".  What "hour"?  The "hour" for which He was born: the hour of His crucifixion.  His state of mind is what you'd expect: Distress.  A bit earlier, He said, "Now My soul is distressed".  Hours later, He would cry: "My soul is exceedingly sorrowful, even to death."  His agony would soon become visible, as He "sweat great drops of blood".  So deep was it that He--the strongest of men--requires an angel to help Him bear up under the crushing load of sorrow.  We must assume, therefore, "knowing His hour had come", our Savior prayed with unmatched fervor and for only the things most dear to Him.  


Samuel Johnson quipped: "Knowing you'll be hanged in a fortnight tends wonderfully to concentrate the attention".  How much more if you were to be crucified in a few hours?  And absorb the wrath of that God who will "in no wise clear the guilty"? 


He had prayed often; but never as He prayed this night.  


For whom was He praying?  In vv.9-19, He prays for the Apostles.  They were chosen by Christ and belong to God.  What does He want for them?   He doesn't want them taken out of the world, but preserved in the world.  Preserved for what?  For their great work of preaching the Gospel.  His prayer was answered; the Apostles completed our Lord's prophetic work.  But now, Christ turns from His first preachers to another group of people: "Those who will believe in Me through their word".  It's no longer the Apostles for whom He's praying, but the people who receive their message.  Who are they?  Some heard their preaching and were convinced by it.   The 3,000 at Pentecost were followed by thousands more over the next few decades.  But the Apostles all died; not one of them survived the First Century.  Was our Lord praying only for the earliest believers?  No.


Some of the first preachers were also writers.  They put the Gospel down on paper.  Providence has kept their writings intact through the centuries to the present time.  Therefore, "those who believe in Me through their word" stands for all believers--living in that age and every age to follow.  Including ours.  


Writing on this chapter, Marcus Rainsford has quite properly titled his book Our Lord Prays for His Own.  Every believer is included; no believer is left out.  


This brings us to the critical issue: For what is our Savior praying?  Prayers, like sermons, ought to be about something.  Some of both are so general and vague, however, that no one but God has any idea what they mean!  Jesus Christ prayed with the same focus as He preached.  We know what He wants; He makes it clear: "that they all may be one".    


Jesus Christ prays for the unity of His people.  It is worth noting, He does not distinctly pray for the unity of His Apostles.  This would be a comparatively easy accomplishment.  They had so much in common, after all: they were of the same race, culture, and social status.  Without Christ they might have become good friends!  The Lord's prayer is much more audacious!  He prays for the unity of all of His people.  Later, John describes them as redeemed "out of every nation, kindred, tribe, and tongue".  


I pastor I know has limited this unity to the local church.  He's right, of course, that unity must be concrete and not abstract.  A believer who's united to all of God's people in general, but to no people in particular is not truly united.  He errs, however by limiting this unity to the church.  It cannot be found in the text; nor elsewhere in the Bible.  It is a theological import.  We ought to pass a tariff on such goods!  


All of the Lord's people are to be united.  This is the object of our Savior's prayer.  


Most believers agree; we want unity.  But we differ on its nature.  Is our Lord praying for an organizational unity--a megadenomination?  No.  Is He praying for an absolute doctrinal unity?  Does He expect all believers to see eye-to-eye on every issue?  No.  The unity He prays for is much deeper than these.  He wants us to "be one, Father, as you are in Me and I am in you".  They unity He wants needn't be formal, but it must be organic--a shared life.  


The hinges on which this unity turns are love and submission.  The Father and the Son are one because the Father loves the Son (v.23); and because the Son submits to the Father (cf. v.4 with 8:29).  The unity, therefore, is not imposed but natural; it is not lop-sided but mutual.  Therefore, it is not transitory but permanent.  


If the Lord's people are to achieve this unity for which the Savior prayed, we must begin "loving one another without hypocrisy" and we must begin "submitting ourselves to one another in the fear of God".  


Some time ago, a friend became very exercised with me over a minor doctrinal disagreement.  She exclaimed, "If we don't agree on this, how can we be in the same church?"  My reply: "If brotherly love and mutual submission don't keep us together, neither will this doctrine".  She didn't agree with me--it seems--because (like so many others) she couldn't conceive of a unity without minute doctrinal agreement.  


"In essentials--unity; in non-essentials--liberty; in all things--charity".  


Finally, let's look into why our Lord was praying for the unity of His people.  He leaves no doubt: "...that the world may believe You sent Me".  The Gospel is true: "God sent His Son".  Our witness to it, however, is no more credible than our mutual love and submission.  How can we preach a Loving God and a Submissive Savior if we live in hostility toward each other--or in numbing indifference?  


A small, poor Church "turned the world upside down".  A big, rich Church has not.  Why?  Because of them it was said--by their enemies: "The Christians!  Behold how they love one another!"  I fear the same cannot be said of us.  "By this shall--not "may"--all men know that you are My disciples, if you have love one for another".  


Appeal.  Some preachers seek to coerce; I prefer persuasion.  I won't threaten you with damnation if you don't pursue unity; I won't warn of the evil consequences of disunity in this life.  Instead, I'll ask you two questions:


1.
Do you want our Lord's prayer to be answered?  Was it a bad prayer?  Was it an unrealistic prayer?  You know better than that.  It was the best of prayers and one--by His Spirit--that may be achieved.  


2.
What are you willing to do to see it answered?   Are you willing to "love the brotherhood"--including the large portion thereof that annoys you?  Are you willing to "submit yourself to others in the fear of God"--including those who know less than you do?  


If we answer "No" to these questions, God will find another way of answering His Dear Son's prayer.  But what a loss to you!  You had the opportunity to contribute to that answer, to "be a co-worker with God", but you missed it!  And you missed it for the worst of reasons!  Not because you lacked understanding or power, but because you lacked the willingness to do your part.


I think better of you than this--much better.  I believe you're going to "catch the vision" of this prayer.  I believe you're going to wonder at its majestic sweetness.  I believe you're going to act upon it in a practical way.  


I'm not flattering you; I'm trusting the Holy Spirit!  "He who began a good work in you will continue it till the day of Jesus Christ".  


"It is time for you, O LORD, to work".    

