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"My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through 
their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May 
they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me.  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 loved them 
even as you have loved me.  

"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.  

"Righteous Father, though 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 known 
in order that the love you have for me may be in them and that I myself may be in them."  

        (John 17:20-26) 

 

"Jesus Prays for Unity" 
How?  How much?  What for? 

 
n the famous children's book called A Wrinkle in Time, the protagonist, a teenage girl named 
Meg, travels to a distant planet to try to rescue her father.  She discovers that on this planet 
all the houses look exactly the same.  The families themselves all looked the same.  When 
the children come out of the houses to play by bouncing a ball, they all bounced the ball in 
exactly the same time in perfect rhythm.   Meg understandably feels that this perfect 
uniformity is more than a little creepy. 
 
When we hear Jesus' words in our Gospel today, maybe we have a little bit of that same 
apprehension.  Because his prayer to the Father, he says repeatedly, is that we become one.   
"...that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you."  And maybe we 
aren't so sure we like the sound of that.   Maybe you think, "I don't want to be just like 
everybody else!  I want to be unique!  I want to be different!  I want to be my own person!"    
 
What are we to make of Jesus' prayer?  Let's see if today we can understand just what he 
meant when he prayed for us.  These words of our Gospel are the last part of what Jesus 
prayed the night before he died, but now that he ascended into heaven he still prays for us, 
his people, and this is still his prayer.  And the more we look at Jesus' words the more 
thankful we can be, because what Jesus prays for us is a tremendous gift--real unity not only 
with one another, but with God himself.    
 
Jesus prays for unity!  And his words answer three basic questions about that unity:  How?  
How much?  and What for? 



 
I. Jesus prays for that we be one in him 
He says, "I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them 
may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you...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 loved them even 
as you have loved me."  
 
Jesus had been praying for the twelve disciples who were in the room with him (actually 
eleven, now that Judas had left to collect his deadly paycheck).  But now he adds another 
prayer for "those who will believe in me through their message."  Jesus looks down through 
the centuries of history to see his whole Church, all those who would hear and believe the 
words that the apostles would record about him in the book we call the Bible.  What an 
amazing thing, that a few hours before his death Jesus would be thinking of you and me and 
praying for us! 
 
And what does he pray for?  Three times he prays that his people would be united.  But how 
would that happen?   That was the very work Jesus had come to do.  Later on he says, "I 
have made you known to them."  He says, "May they be in us."  The way that Jesus 
establishes unity among his people is first by uniting each of them individually to the one 
true God.   
 
You see, what separates people, finally, is sin.  Sin separates people both from God and also 
from one another.  When people fight or argue, sin is pretty much always involved in one 
way or another!  Maybe one person sinned against the other and hurt them.  People sinfully 
want something they don't have.   Or someone doesn't know or agree with part of God's 
perfect truth.  Or maybe sin causes a problem and people are disagreeing over what to do 
about the problem.   
 
If sin divides people, it is even more certainly the cause of separation between us and God.  
In fact, that's really the very definition of sin itself--thinking, saying, or doing something that 
is different from what God reveals for us and thus separating ourselves from his perfection.   
 
Jesus came to undo all the damage caused by sin.  He came to end that separation.  With his 
suffering he atoned for sin and removed it from God's reckoning toward us, so that we are 
no longer separated from him.  This message of forgiveness, at the very same time, 
produces love for God--we are no longer trying to hide from him like Adam and Eve tried to 
do long ago after they sinned, but we want to know him and be close to him. 
 
 
II. He wants his people to be completely united 
And when God's people are close to him, they will also be close to one another.  How close?  
You heard Jesus say it:  "That they may be one as we are one...as you are in me and I am in 
you."  It's a mind-boggling thought, but the kind of unity Jesus wants for us is that we be as 



united as he and his heavenly Father are, as perfectly united as are the indivisible persons of 
the eternal Trinity! 
 
Now you look out at the Christian Church, and it doesn't take long to realize that what we 
see seems like a far cry from what Jesus prayed for.  In fact, the Christian church doesn't 
seem very united at all.  It's broken up into more different denominations than we can 
count.  There are all kinds of divisions and arguments many of which have been around for 
centuries.  And even within smaller groups and congregations there is sadly plenty of 
fighting often going on!   
 
So what are we to make of this?  Was Jesus' prayer for unity not answered?  There are two 
important answers to that question. 
 
One is the one we confess in the creed:  "We believe in one holy Christian and apostolic 
Church." We believe that despite all appearances, in the spiritual realm there really is one 
united Christian Church made up of all believers.  Everyone who is united to Jesus Christ in 
faith by definition must also be united with one another.  We look ahead to heaven, where 
God will reveal the perfect unity of the Church he has been building.   
 
But what about here and now?  Can't something be done to bring about unity here?  Some 
Christians have attempted to fix this problem in a very dangerous way.  They feel that when 
Christians have a disagreement about God's truth, the proper thing to do with that 
disagreement is just to ignore it and pretend it's not there.  Or to take that point of 
disagreement and just get rid of that teaching altogether so that it doesn't cause division 
any more.  For the sake of unity, they are wiling to pay any price and make any sacrifice, 
even if it means sacrificing the Bible itself! 
 
But they're forgetting the first part of what we said.  The unity we have is unity in Jesus!  It's 
unity through the salvation we have in the work of Jesus!  It comes by hearing that message 
through his Word!  And yet it's that very Word and those very teachings that are being 
disagreed about and as a result are sometimes being thrown away.  To try to build a unity 
without the teaching of God's Word is no real unity at all, at least not unity in Jesus!  It's a 
sham unity, a surface unity. 
 
We want Christian unity as much as anyone.  But what we learn from Jesus' words is that he 
wants us to strive for real unity.  He wants that unity to be as perfect as perfect can be!  He 
wants Christian fellowship to be based on complete agreement with his teachings, not just a 
partial one.   
 
Our church body has made a name for itself in the Christian world by insisting on that 
complete agreement for establishing Christian fellowship.  But how can Jesus mean 
anything less than that when he says he wants us to be as perfectly united as he and his 
Father are?   We continue to hold that the only real unity is based on agreement in the 
teachings of the Bible.  Nothing less than that is enough for Jesus! 



 
III. This unity is a witness to the world 
And besides the awesome blessings of that unity itself--peace with God and harmony 
between Christians--Jesus adds another great benefit.  "... so that the world may believe that 
you have sent me... May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you 
sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.  
 
Peace and unity and harmony are not easy to find in a world full of sin that continues to 
separate people.  So when Christians live in unity...in churches...in marriages...in 
families...this demonstrates to the world that we are God's people.  When Christians express 
love for God through the work of Jesus Christ, that not only expresses that unity but builds it 
up.   
 
When it comes to mission outreach, every survey and study usually comes up with the same 
conclusion.  The two huge reasons why people end up attending or joining a church are:  
good preaching and friendly people (usually including a personal invitation to church).  
Really that's just another way of saying what Jesus is today.  In the preaching of the Word of 
God people can not just hear about but obtain unity with God, through faith in the powerful 
Gospel they hear, worked by the Holy Spirit.  And in the invitation they receive, in the 
fellowship they witness and experience, they can tell that this unity is a real and living thing 
among the people who know and believe in Jesus Christ. 
 
No wonder Jesus prayed for unity!  And his prayer was heard, and is still heard as God builds 
his Church. 
 
We are still unique individuals.  God in his creative wisdom made us different.  That doesn't 
change when you become a Christian.  And yet we are one with him, we are one in faith with 
those who know him and trust his Word, we have so much that we share.  Dear ascended 
Savior, continue to pray for us!  Continue to bless us with unity, most of all with you by faith 
in your Word!  Amen. 
 
   
 


