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Easter 7 ~ Series C ~ May 20, 2007

Jesus Prays for You


Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Listen!  Do you hear it?  Jesus prays for you.  Jesus is speaking to His heavenly Father about you.  Not just in some vague, abstract way, but personally and intimately.  Our text, John 17:20-23, is part of Jesus’ High Priestly Prayer.  In the previous verses, Jesus had spoken on behalf of His eleven disciples, those chosen to be His witnesses to take His message of salvation out into the world.  In this concluding section, Jesus’ prayer widens to include all those “who will believe in Me through their message.”  

Jennifer, Patrick, Emily, Ashley, Jennifer, and Austin, by God’s grace, that includes you.  It includes me.  It includes all of you who are gathered here today in Jesus’ name.  Jesus is praying for you!  Perhaps you didn’t catch that the first time; so let’s listen to His words once again.  

[Jesus said:] “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” (John 17:20-23).

 
Jesus didn’t pray only for the disciples with Him.  He prayed for those who would continue to come to faith in Jesus through His Word.  Jesus’ Word came from the Father, and the apostles’ Word came from Jesus by the Holy Spirit.  That Word, God’s Word, works faith in Jesus for eternal life.  


Jesus saw this process as ongoing and continuing to the end of the age.  Already He had used His disciples to preach and teach the Word.  But more was to come.  The great Day of Pentecost lay ahead when the Spirit would lead them into all truth.  The Spirit would guide them to write down their Word, and God would preserve it in the New Testament Scriptures for us to read today.  In this way, Christ would build His church.  

Jesus, in His divine omniscience, saw it all and prayed for those who would come to faith in Him through the apostles’ Word.  This part of His prayer includes us directly and connects us with the apostles, the prophets, all believers of all times and all places.  All who have been brought to faith in Jesus Christ as their Savior, and actually put their trust in Him alone, are united most closely and inseparably in His love.


This is a prayer of extreme love.  Listen: “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.”  This describes love like that between husband and wife—a caring, communing, uniting, “two become one flesh” love between God and us.  No wonder that the image of a husband’s relationship to his wife is described as being like that of Christ to His church!

Jesus prayed that all believers might be one.  This unity is to be like the perfect, essential unity of the Father and the Son.  God is in Jesus, and Jesus is in God.  A similar unity results for those who believe in Jesus.  The bond is spiritual in nature and grows even as faith grows.  Jesus’ love joins us together with Him and the Father for eternity.  That’s how so many who are so different over so much time can still be one.  We are in the Father and the Son.  They give us our very life.  They are the source of our light.  They are the vine and we the branches.


We call this oneness with God and with one another the holy Christian church, the communion of saints, the body of Christ.  By His love we are joined together in a unity that is real and deep: “one Lord, one faith, one Baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.”  This is a unity that transcends time and space, and joins heaven and earth.


There is a purpose for this love and unity in Christ.  It is a mission purpose: “so that the world may believe that You have sent Me”; “to let the world know that you sent Me.”  It is our challenge to confess all that Christ has done for us.

Contrary to what too many Christians think, it is not an impossible mission, for it is a natural outcome of two God-given factors: the gift of unity with God through Jesus Christ and the gift of the love of God through Jesus Christ.  

Though we are by nature sinful and unclean… though we have sinned against God by thought, word, and deed… though we are poor, miserable sinners, who justly deserve God’s temporal and eternal punishment, our heavenly Father has had mercy on us and has given His only Son to die for us and for His sake forgives us all our sins.  To we that believe on His name He gives power to become the sons of God and has promised us His Holy Spirit.

God, in His grace, forgives us and restores us and makes us part of His body, the Church.  He equips us for service in His kingdom.  That connection with Jesus and His Father shows itself to the world around us.  It comes out in our words and actions to the end that the world sees the connection and believes that the Father sent Jesus as our Savior.  We become the apostles of today.  Such is the oneness that Jesus prayed for and that becomes ours through the Word.


In Jesus we have seen the glory of the One and Only of the Father (1:14).  That very glory belongs to us by faith in Jesus and will be revealed fully in us in eternity (Romans 8:30; 2 Corinthians 3:18).  In His glory we are one even as the Father and the Son are one.  The Father dwells in Jesus, and Jesus dwells in us.  In Jesus our oneness is defined. 


And in Jesus, as He prayed, we become complete in our oneness.  In that oneness we reflect Jesus to the world.  Others see us and recognize the divinity of Jesus and the love of God at work in and through us.


The oneness Jesus prayed for has come to us now through the Word.  As we follow Jesus’ prayer, we see that we become one spiritually through Him.  Jesus did not pray for a single visible body of believers, and His words cannot be understood in context as pointing to a unified visible body.


True, those who are one through faith in Jesus will seek others who share the faith, and they will join in a visible fellowship based on the confession of faith.  Confessional unity comes when believers agree together on the teachings from God’s Word.  In this sinful world errors creep in and divisions result, and God warns us to keep all His teachings pure, to hold to Jesus’ teaching (8:31).  That is the only way to bring us together in one body on earth.

Confirmands, that is, in effect, part of what you are doing today.  You are publicly confessing that you are members of a visible fellowship based on its confession of faith—the Evangelical Lutheran Church, to be exact.   You were already brought into the invisible church, the communion of saints, through Baptism.  That day you became full-fledged members of the church.  

Confirmation does not, in any way, perfect baptismal grace, or incorporate you more firmly into Christ.  It is just one small step in a lifetime of learning God’s Word and growing in the Christian faith, which begins in the water and Word of Baptism.  Confirmation is only one of the stages of discipleship in the life-long journey of growing in relationship to our Lord and in service to all people by sharing the Gospel of Jesus Christ and demonstrating love and care in His name.  

Martin Luther did not use a rite of confirmation because he wanted to avoid any suggestion that it was a sacrament or a means of grace.  Rather than focusing on the rite itself, Luther placed his focus on the careful instruction of the youth in the basic teachings of the Bible.  He regularly examined those who wished to commune to see if they had a proper Christian knowledge and understanding to partake of Christ’s body and blood.

The importance of confirmation does lie in the rite itself.  The ceremony is intended to remind everyone what God has done, and is still doing in His means of grace.  In Holy Baptism, He has given you spiritual life and made you His children.  The ceremony stresses the importance of Christian instruction and continuing in God’s Word.  It points to the glorious gift our Savior gives you in His Supper.  It reminds you that He gives you His very body and blood for the forgiveness of sins and to strengthen your faith.

Confirmation is meaningless if viewed apart from the instruction in God’s truth given in preparation for the rite.  This instruction imparts the basic teaching of Christianity and provides the knowledge necessary for growth toward Christian maturity.  Catechism class lays a foundation upon which you will build for a lifetime.  We dare never imply that confirmation means that you have no need to continue to grow in Christian knowledge.  In fact, that’s the main reason the confirmands are not wearing gowns today; we don’t want to convey the idea that they are graduating, that they’re finished growing in the knowledge of their faith. 

Confirmands, today you are making a public confession of your faith.  You are declaring that you hold all the prophetic and apostolic Scriptures to be the inspired Word of God and confess the doctrine of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, drawn from them, as you have learned to know it from the Small Catechism, to be faithful and true.  

You are promising, by the grace of God that you intend to conform all your life to the divine Word, to be faithful in the use of God’s Word and sacraments, which are His means of grace, and in faith, word, and action remain true to God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, even to death. 

As you do so, the members of this congregation, your family and friends are also being reminded of the public confession of faith they have made, and their intention to remain faithful to Christ and His church unto death.  Perhaps some have fallen away; all of us have failed in one aspect or other.  But Jesus prays that all of us may also be reminded of His love and mercy, that we would repent and return to Him.  If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all our unrighteousness.  Through His life-giving Word and Sacraments, He will renew us and equip us for service in His kingdom.  

You could not confess your faith in an honest or informed manner if it were not for the effort that you made to complete this course of instruction.  The long hours of memorizing the Catechism, listening to lectures, taking sermon notes, and reviewing questions for the final examination were not intended to be busy work or hoops that you have to jump through to be finished with Sunday School.  They were intended to be the basis for your continued growth in Christian discipleship.

The purpose of confirmation instruction is to help confirmands:

· personally confess Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior and take personal ownership in declaring, by the power of the Holy Spirit, their own allegiance to Christ;

· eagerly explore the awesomeness of God and the mysteries of faith;

· identify themselves as members, as a unique and special part of the body of Christ, as Lutheran and members of a local congregation;

· regularly participate in public worship and the reception of Holy Communion, engage in personal and group Bible study and its application to life, strive to lead God-pleasing lives and offer services to God by serving others.

All of this is a part of the answer to Jesus’ prayer for His church and for all believers, that they “be brought to complete unity to let the world know that You have sent Me and have loved them even as You have loved Me.”  

For now we can’t see this unity, it’s hidden in world that does not know Him or believe in Him, and in a visible church filled with hypocrites and people who don’t always get along or treat each other like we should.  It’s corrupted by false teaching and false teachers, divided by denominational differences.  But because Christ has said so, we accept it by faith.  Because He has promised, we believe.  

Ultimately, this will be fulfilled in the glories of heaven, where all who believe in Jesus as God’s Son and our Savior will be one, a body unified.  Jesus’ prayer will have its final answer.

You can be certain of this because of God’s perfect love.  In love, God sent His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him will not perish, but have everlasting life.  In love, Jesus humbled Himself to become one of us.  In love, Christ fulfilled the Law for us with His perfect, obedient life and His innocent suffering and death and exchanged His righteousness for our sin on the cross.  

In love, Christ rose victoriously from the dead, and has baptized us into that death and resurrection.  In love, our Lord ascended into heaven, where He sits at God’s right hand, interceding with prayers on our behalf.  

In love, the Holy Spirit calls, gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian church on earth and keeps it united in the one true faith.  In love, Christ continues to come to us in His means of grace—His Word and Sacrament.  In love, He continues to speak to us these beautiful words:  You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

