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Sermons 
United in Mission

John 17.6-19

Rev Dr Jos M.  Strengholt

In his highpriestly prayer, in John 17, Jesus prays to God his Father as if he has 
already ascended into heaven.  He says, ‘now I am no longer in the world’.  

Jesus prayed this prayer on the eve of his crucifixion; what would you pray, if you 
know that tomorow you would die? No trivial stuff, I guess, but only what is truly 
important.

Jesus prayed for his disciples, his students, his followers, for us really.  That was most 
importart for him.

1.  UNITY OF FATHER AND SON

First, Jesus gives us in this prayer a definition of the 
work that he did; of his ministry.

He says to God: "I have made your name known”.  

The name of God was JHWH; a name too holy for 
Jews to pronounce.  Fearful that they might dishonor 
the name of God, they stopped using it altogether.  
Whenever the name JHWH is used in the Old 
Testament, the Jews would not pronounce it, but they 
would say: Adonai, or, Lord.  

Jesus made the name of God known to his followers.  This does not mean that they 
had forgotten that his name was JHWH, and that he reminded them of this.  He 
meant something else.  

In those days, a name was used in a very special way.  It did not mean simply the 
name by which a person was called; it meant the whole character of the person.  Jesus 
had come to reveal to Israel and to the world who God really is.  His words, His 
actions, His character, his true nature, his name.

So when Jesus says: "I have made your name known," he is saying: "I have enabled 
people to see what the real nature of God is like.”  

Jesus did not just teach people about God; the manner in which he made God 
known, went much deeper than that.  Jesus in his prayer says of his followers, “they 
[…]  know in truth that I came from you; and they have believed that you sent me.”
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Jesus had come from God.  Being a disciple, being a Christian, begins with the 
realization that the Son of God descended from heaven, and became a human being 
called Jesus.  

That is why Jesus could say, "He who has seen me has seen the Father" ( John 14.9).  
It is his supreme claim that in him, men and women see the mind, the character, the 
heart of God.

Because Jesus is God.  

This unity of the Father and the Son, of God and Jesus, is underlined by the words of 
Jesus: “All mine are yours, and yours are mine.” 

The first part of that sentence is natural and easy to understand, for all things belong 
to God.  People, nature, this world, everything.  We can say those words with Jesus, 
“All I have belongs to you, O God.”  

But the second part of what Jesus said is an astonishing claim.  ”All that you have is 
mine." 

Martin Luther said: "This no creature can say with reference to God." Never did Jesus 
so vividly describe his oneness with God.  He is so one with God that he exercises 
God’s very power and prerogatives.  

Everything God has, Jesus has also.  Ownership of people, of the the universe, 
almighty power, eternity,  all God has, Jesus has.  So, by making this statement, “All 
yours is mine”, Jesus showed he was fully aware of his absolute divinity.  He and the 
Father are one, united.  

And therefore, by descending to this world, Jesus made God known to us.  This is the 
normal Christian faith.  

2.  UNITY OF THE BELIEVERS

But this faith of ours in the 
unbreakable unity of God the Father 
and God the Son, extends itself in 
our belief that we as Christians must 
likewise be unbreakably one and 
united.  And yes, this hurts, because, 
well, look at our reality.  

Presently this country, The 
Netherlands, has about 650 registered 
Christian denominations.  Each one, 
according to its founders, is of course 
a perfect expression of the will of 
God.  
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So is God divided? Can God not be truly known?

The  division of our churches gives the impression that Jesus never made the name of 
God known to us, and that God is fractured.  This makes our divisions so shameful.  
They reflect very bad on who God is.  

Jesus prays for our unity, and it seems that this prayer for Christian unity was really 
what Jesus found most important.  He says to his Father, “Now I am no longer in the 
world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to you.  Holy Father, protect them 
in your name that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one.” 

The unity of God, Father, Son and Spirit, is given by Jesus as an example for how we 
should be  one and united.  

When there are divisions in the community of the followers of Jesus, when there is 
competition between Churches, the cause of Christ is harmed.  And this is not only 
true for the fracturing into 650 denominations, but also for our lack of unity within 
our congregations.

“The gospel cannot truly be preached in any congregation which is not one united 
band of brothers”, the Rev William Barclay writes in his commentary of this passage.  

Jesus prayed that his disciples might be as fully one as he and the Father are one; 
and there is no prayer of his which has been more hindered from being answered by 
individual Christians and by the Churches than this.  

Jesus tells us to be one; but we find good excuses all the time for creating deep 
fractures between fellow Christians.  No, I am not suggesting we should have a “I 
am okay, you are okay” attitude to everythng that is called Christian.  The Christian 
community has its edges - if people behave or believe beyond the edge, we cannot be 
one and united with them.  

As a Christian community we must be united in truth and in holiness.

But we should never allow trivialities to separate us from other Christians.  As God is 
one, so we should be one.   

God is our excample.  Jesus in his prayer makes this abundantly clear: “Holy Father, 
protect them in your name that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are 
one.”

It is the name of God, that is, his character, his nature, his words, his deeds, that can 
protect us, believers, so that we are one.  It is our knowledge of God that protects us - 
because He is our moral example.  

And it is not just our faith in God, Three-in-One, but also what Jesus came to do that 
should put our feet on the path of unity.  He came to reconcile God with humankind.  
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If God wants unity between him and us, how for heaven’s sake can we, down here, be 
disunited, quarrel, disregard one another, look down on others.  

God is one and He unites us with him.  Therefore we should be one big happy family!

3.  MISSION OF THE BELIEVERS

Shortly before his death and ressurection, Jesus already spoke of his ascension.  “Now 
I come to you”, he says to God, and, “I am no longer in the world”, he prayed, but, he 
said about his followers, “they are in the world.” 

Yes, we are in the world.  But at the same time, according to this prayer of Jesus, “we 
do not belong to this world.”

Here we notice a tension that we experience, 
I think, in our own life.  Every Christian 
should experience this tension.  The tension 
of “in the world but not of this world”.

Jesus ascended into heaven.  Our Lord 
returned to his Father.  The head of our 
family is not in this world, and in a sense, 
we live with our head in the clouds.  We are 
not of this world.  

Paul writes to the Ephesian church that “God raised us up with Christ and seated 
us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:8).  When Jesus 
ascended into heaven, he took us with him.  Our hearts are with him.

So we do not belong to this world.  Those are the words of Jesus.  But he also prays to 
God, emphatically, to not take us out of this world.  

We do not belong to this world means, we are not part of people who are rebellious 
against God.

He will not take us out of this world means, that this wonderful God-created planet 
is the place for our service.  

Jesus returned to his Father, but we, his followers, have to continue on earth.  He has 
a task for us.  In this our world.  A task to be his agents of change.  

What Jesus does for the world is to send out his disciples into it, in order to lead the 
world back to God and to make it aware of God.  He prays for his men and women 
in order that they may be able to win this world for him.

We are not just passing through.  Some Christians are so focussed on heaven that 
they forget that God loves this earth.  That he wants to renew the world.  And he uses 
us for this.  He made us his gardeners to work in his garden, and to till the earth for 
Him.  
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Jesus ascended into heaven.  And in a way, our heart is with him.  But he loves his 
world; he cares for his world; he wants us to work in his world.  

The place where he is presently, is the management room of the universe.  By 
returning to God in the throne, Jesus did not give up on this world, but he returned in 
order to save, to manage, to beautif this world.

And from his throne-room he now gives us his directions.  

Jesus did not pray that his followers should be taken out of this world.  He never 
prayed that they might escape from the stress of life; he prayed, rather, that they 
might find victory.

Jesus did not want to withdraw us from life, but to equip us better for it.  He does not 
offer us release from all problems, but a way to solve them.  He does not offer us an 
easy peace, but a triumphant warfare.  

Our Lord does not offer us a life in which troubles are escaped from, but a life in 
which troubles are faced and conquered.

He prayed to his Father, “As you sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the 
world.”

Conclusion

God has given each of us a mission in life.  We represent God as his ambassadors.  

Jesus has made known to us who God is.  And now it is our turn to make God 
known.

And we do this in unison.  Our mission is not individualistic.  It is the task of 
the whole church, of all of us.  We can only represent God well, if we are a united 
community of people who love each other and who care for each other.

That is really the best representation of God in this world; and that is what the people 
need.  To be part of a new people, where they are loved and respected and cared for.  

+ Amen


