
Sermon Sunday 24th July 2022 at Stowe

Ephesians 1: 15-23
John 17: 20-26

Jesus prays for all believers collectively

This is the final talk in the series looking at Jesus’ extended prayer as recorded in John’s Gospel. He prays firstly for himself, then for his immediate followers, the twelve, and then today we look at his prayer for all believers – and that’s you and me. As we go through this, you might try to remember - this is Jesus actually praying for you and me!
Pray.

Just picture for a moment the situation. Here was Jesus, fully aware of what was facing him in the very near future. He knew he would soon be arrested, put on trial, unfairly found guilty and then be brutally put to death on a cross. And yet, in the face of all this, he finds the time and the heart to pray for his disciples now and those to come.
We may ask: What would I do in his position? What would 

you do?
This prayer, the longest recorded that Jesus prayed, is a kind of commissioning or graduation for the disciples and, by extension, for us. Jesus knew he would soon be leaving this world, leaving just a few people to continue the mission he and his Father had started. If anyone needed prayer, it was surely the disciples! Jesus had spent three long years training and teaching them, showing them who he was and what his aims were. I called it a graduation and that isn’t a bad analogy. The disciples were finishing a three-year degree in world mission. 

Of course, if they had failed, the consequences would be catastrophic. Jesus knew that. But the great secret weapon on their side was of course the Holy Spirit – who would be with them almost as if Jesus was still with them. Indeed it was Jesus who was still with them - in Spirit.

Jesus prays three things for future followers. That’s us, by the way – remember? First, that they may be united. Second, that the world may be persuaded by them; and third, that his mission may be completed.

First, Jesus prays that they may be one, v20 and 23. That they may be united, that they may be of a common mind. How important is that in a church? That doesn’t mean they always agree on everything. There will be discussion and debate. Of course there will. Jesus at one point asked his Father that the cup may be taken away from him – almost disagreeing with God - but his conclusion was ‘not my will but yours be done.’ 

So on the key elements, the core truths of faith, we should agree. This is unity - but not necessarily unanimity. There will be other views. And in any case true unity is a unity of personal relationships. Jesus here prays for a unity of love, in which we love one another because we love him, a unity based entirely on the relationship between heart and heart.
You will have noticed that Christians don’t organise their churches all in the same way. They never worship God all in the same way. They don’t all believe precisely the same things. But Christianity transcends all these differences and joins Christians together in love. The cause of Christian unity throughout history has been harmed and hindered by those who love their own ecclesiastical organisations, their own creeds, their own ritual, more than they love each other.
You’ve probably heard non-Christians talk about the church, saying – ‘they can’t even agree among themselves!’ And to an extent that’s true. But despite our differences, we have an underlying agreement and acceptance of the basic tenets of the faith. We share a creed.  In other words, we have more in common than separates us. Sadly the world doesn’t see that.
Second, Jesus prays that the world may be persuaded, v21. And the key factor which persuades the world goes back to the first point : unity. A church might proclaim the gospel well, and be strongly evangelical, but if the church community is divided then the world will not listen and will not be persuaded. 

In v22 Jesus talks about giving us his glory which God gave him, as a means of uniting us. What did Jesus mean by this?

Jesus said that he wanted his followers to see his glory in the heavenly places. In other words, we would share all the experiences of Jesus. If we share in his sufferings, we shall also share in his glory. If we have died with him, we shall also live with him; if we endure, we shall reign with him, as Paul wrote to Timothy. Here on earth we see dimly as in a first-century mirror, but later we shall see him face to face. The joy we experience here is only a foretaste of what is to come.

I wrote a poem on this theme, inspired by a sermon which 
C S Lewis gave many years ago. If you’ll indulge me:

Nature is only the first sketch

Our Christian hope is anchored fast

in guarantees of joy at last

and untold glories that can never cease. 

What we now see – a grand display

of Nature’s finest works – portray

mere sketches of God’s final masterpiece.

We seem to be for evermore

the wrong side of Creation’s door:

observing from the outside, looking in.

We find the morning pure and clean, 
while we ourselves are poor and mean,

disfigured and excluded by our sin.

But one day we shall get inside

by wearing clothes that Christ provides,

which make us righteous through his blood-stained cross.

For while we don’t deserve a place,

we enter through abundant grace,


since he’s already met the untold cost.

We marvel at this world so pure. 
But earth is mortal; we’ll endure

long after Nature’s fleeting day is past.


All things will vanish in a roar,

yet we will live for evermore

in glorious light, and splendour unsurpassed. 

Third and finally, Jesus prays that his mission may be completed. What does completion mean? He’s talking about the end times, when all those who believe will be caught up to the heavenly realms – ‘all those you have given me’. Now I don’t want to get into a discussion about predestination; the problem is this: do we have free will to choose to follow Jesus, or was it all decided before the foundation of the earth who will be saved and who not? Perhaps I can use a story to illustrate.
Imagine some years ago our family is on the beach, on holiday. Our children are aged about 6 and 9, splashing about in the shallow waves, and Susan and I are sitting in the shade reading books some way up the beach. Suddenly I see a huge Tsunami wave out to sea, bearing down on the children, who haven’t noticed. What do I do? I yell at them to come in, NOW! 
Our daughter, being an obedient child, comes in straight away. Our son, who has other ideas, carries on playing in the shallows, and sadly is swept away by the wave. 

By the way, this didn’t actually happen, but you get the picture. 

I knew, when I shouted to the children, that our daughter would obey and out son wouldn’t, because I know my children well. That’s how they are. But I didn’t dictate their reaction. They made the decision. They had free will. But I knew pretty well how they would react.

God knows his children far better that I know ours, and he knows exactly how we will react to the Christian message. He doesn’t dictate or choose for us, but he knows what we will choose because he knows us. 

I hope we are all looking forward to that day when Jesus returns and takes us to be with him. Until that day, we walk by faith, not by sight. 
Why are we here? As individuals, to witness to what we know of Jesus in our lives, to tell our story; as a church, to show unity to persuade and convince others of the truth of the gospel and to make disciples. And the same Holy Spirit who was present with the twelve and showed himself spectacularly at Pentecost – that same Spirit is within each one of us to strengthen and direct us to complete the mission that Jesus started, and the disciples continued, and then handed on to us. 

Let me close by praying for all of us, using the words from our Epistle. Ephesians 1:18-21.
Pray.
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