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John 17:20-26 (Acts 1:12-26; Revelation 22:1-6, 12—-20)
THAT WE MAY BELIEVE AND BE ONE

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
Amen.

Today is the fourth week in a row that our Gospel lesson doesn’t fall in the chronological order
of the post resurrection season of Easter. This past Thursday evening, forty days after Jesus’
resurrection, we celebrated The Ascension of our Lord. We heard from St Luke Gospel that:
“... [Jesus] led [His disciples] out as far as Bethany, and lifting up his hands he
blessed them. > While he blessed them, he parted from them and was carried up
into heaven. > And they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great
joy, 3% and were continually in the temple blessing God." (Luke 24:50-53)

In today’s first reading, also written by St Luke, we hear what happened immediately after Jesus’
ascension. It was back to the upper room, where the remaining eleven and the women were in
“one accord” — meaning — “unanimously with one mind, with one purpose, by common
consent.” (ANLEX, 281) Unanimously with ene mind, with ene purpose, and one confession,
they devoted themselves to prayer. (Acts 1:12—13) With undivided attention, their hearts and
minds were open to receive the promised Holy Spirit, which we know row, would come ten days
later on the Day of Pentecost. As you can imagine, these first Christians were close to Jesus and
close to one another, so the early Church had a natural unity that, unfortunately, rather quickly
began to fracture due to the sinfulness of man.

In our Gospel lesson this morning, we’re back in the upper room with Jesus and His disciples on
the night that He was betrayed. Our text is the final third of Jesus’ High Priestly Prayer that He
prayed to His Father in heaven, just before leaving for the garden of Gethsemane. In the first part
of His prayer that’s not included in our text, Jesus prays for Himself — that He would have the
strength to carry out His Father’s will of dying on the cross to pay the ransom for all mankind.
(John 17:1-5)

In the next section, (cf: John 17:6—19) Jesus prays for His disciples — that they would remain
united in the faith — just as He’d taught them, praying that the Father keep them in His name and:
“... that they may be one, even as [Jesus and the Father] are one.” (John 17:11)
... meaning, that they be kept in spiritual unity even as Jesus and the Father are in spiritual unity.
Gospel commentator Donald Carson writes:
“Their unity is the purpose of their being kept. They cannot be one as Jesus and
the Father are one unless they are kept in God’s name, i.e. in loyal allegiance to



his gracious self-disclosure in the person of his Son.” (Carson, The Gospel
according to John, The Pillar New Testament Commentary, 562—-563)

In preparation of their coming apostolic mission of proclaiming salvation in Jesus to any and all
who had not yet come to faith, just three verses preceding our text, Jesus prays for His disciples,
saying:

“Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth.” (John 17:17)

In the final section of His prayer that we heard earlier, it’s surprising what Jesus lastly prays for.

It’s down to crunch time. He’ll soon be heading out the door to be arrested, whipped and beaten,

and savagely hung on a wooden cross by nails driven through His hands and feet. He’s just hours
from suffering, arguably, the most pitiful and painful death anyone could ever face.

If it were our prayer, you or I might have prayed for an escape path or that God would relent and
change His mind. We might’ve prayed that the coming pain be diminished in some way, or that
death come quickly — without all the agony and suffering. But that isn’t what Jesus’ prayed for.
Jesus prayed:

“... for those who will believe in me through their word, *! that they may all be

one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so

that the world may believe that you have sent me.” (John 17:20-21)

He’s praying for you and me and all who are not eyewitnesses to His death and resurrection.
He’s praying for all who have yet to hear the Gospel proclaimed — that all be sanctified and be
kept in unity in the Father’s truth — unity of confession — coming to lifesaving faith by hearing
the truth of the disciple’s eyewitness confession. It’s Jesus’ Truth. He prays that everything that
His disciples had heard in His preaching and teaching, everything they had witnessed in His
miracles and transfiguration — that this truth sanctifies and keeps you and me, your family and
friends and neighbors, in the unity of the truth of God’s Word.

Two thousand years ago, Jesus looked into the future and saw you and me dead in our trespasses
and sin and prayed that we all be one — united in the Truth of His Gospel. He prayed that you
know that the Father loves you every bit as much as He loves His own Son. He loves you so
much that He bought you at the price of Jesus’ precious blood and His innocent suffering and
death. You are His because the Holy Spirit has created faith within you by means of Baptism and
in the preaching of God’s Word of Truth.

As Jesus prayed for oneness, He knew it wouldn’t last long among sinful people living in a
sinful world. It wouldn’t be long until the Judaizers were teaching that to become a Christian a
Gentile would need to be circumcised and adhere to other Jewish Laws. (cf: Acts 11:1-3) After
that would come Gnosticism and Arianism and Nestorianism and Pelagianism and every other
kind of “ism.”

Today, it’s estimated that there are between 30,000 and 40,000 Protestant denominations around
the world. (cf: https://www.bibleanalysis.org/how-many-denominations-of-christianity-are-
there/) So much for human oneness. Since the fall in the garden, the devil has been working
overtime to deceive and bewitch all men to fall into unbelief. Wolves in sheep’s clothing rise up




to preach false Gospels of human reason... false Gospels that suits people’s passions and tickles
the desires of the listeners. (cf: 2 Timothy 4:3) They preach false Gospels that true oneness is
built on putting our doctrinal differences aside and just coexist. But we must stand on the truth of
God’s authoritative and inerrant Word. By the power of the Holy Spirit working through the
Word, we’re united in the confession of St. Peter that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living
God. (cf: Matthew 16:16) We’re united in the confession of St. Thomas, who after he put his
fingers in the wounds of the risen Jesus’ hands, and put his hand into Jesus’ side confessed:

“My Lord and my God!” (John 20:28)

That’s why we confess the three ecumenical Creeds. (Apostles’, Nicene, and Athanasian) We’re
not creating something new, but confessing the same thing the church has always confessed,
because the biblical confession has not changed, because God is the One who has sanctified and
unified His Church through His Word.

It’s not Jesus desire that we create false unity and oneness for unity and oneness’ sake. No, He
provides us with the precise formula by which He creates oneness. He says:

“I Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name

of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, *° teaching them to observe

all that I have commanded you." (Matthew 28:18-20)

Oneness isn’t created by man. Oneness isn’t something that’s acquired by means of agreeing to
be different or something similar. Oneness is created and given by God by means of baptizing
and teaching all that Jesus has commanded... the truth of God’s Word. Oneness is created by
Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, reconciling mankind to God. You and I were once enemies of
God but, by faith, for the sake of Jesus’, we’re part of God’s family. We were once separated
from God and headed for hell, but now Jesus has united us with the Father, and now by faith,
we’re headed toward heaven. In our text Jesus is praying:

“that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you... that

they may be one even as we are one.” (John 17:21-22)

This oneness is created by God. Just as God the Father is one with His Son, Jesus, we’re made
one with the Father and the Son when we believe in the Son. We’re part of His body, inseparable
from Him. We cannot create this oneness. God comes to us in Christ. He opens our hearts and
establishes His covenant with us. All we do is acknowledge and thank Him for it, and meditate
upon this oneness in our lives. But there’s another part of this oneness ... that all Christians are
one with each other. In our text Jesus says:

""... that they may become perfectly one..." (John 17:23)

Again, this isn’t something we do but something that God does by His grace. All who believe in
Jesus as Savior are members of the one body of Christ, and are attached to each other. St Paul
calls it:
“.... the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. * There is one body and one
Spirit—just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call— > one
Lord, one faith, one baptism, 5 one God and Father of all, who is over all and
through all and in all.” (Ephesians 4:2—6)



As brothers and sisters in Christ, we gather in the Divine Service for Christ’s Word and
Sacrament. We hear the truth of God’s Word and partake of Christ’s body and blood for the
forgiveness of sins. When we commune together, we confess our oneness in faith and our
oneness in Christ Jesus. St Paul writes:
"16 The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of
Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ?
17 Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake
of the one bread." (1 Corinthians 10:16-17)

Oneness is a gracious gift of God who desires that all people be saved and come to the
knowledge of the truth. (cf: 1 Timothy 2:4) Our God is not a God who is far off. Our God isn’t a
God who left His Church as orphans. He promises to be with us to the end of the age. (cf:
Matthew 28:20)

Scripture says that:

"8 Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever." (Hebrews 13:8)
Yesterday, Jesus left the glory of heaven so that He could do the will of the Father in His work of
salvation, that that we may be one with Him. Today, He comes to you in Word and Sacrament,
giving you forgiveness, life, and salvation — and giving you oneness with your brothers and
sisters in the whole Christian Church. Tomorrow, that day that is coming soon, He comes to take
all who’ve washed their robes in the blood of the Lamb into His heavenly Kingdom:

"3 No longer will there be anything accursed, but the throne of God and of the

Lamb will be in it, and his servants will worship him. ¢ They will see his face,

and his name will be on their foreheads. > And night will be no more. They will

need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will

reign forever and ever.” (Revelation 22:3-5)

You have Jesus promise. He says:
“’Surely I am coming soon.” Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!" (Revelation 22:20)

Amen.

The peace of God, which passes all understand, guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus,
Amen.



