Sunday, March 9, 2008 
The prayer of a highly compassionate person
John 17:20-26
20 “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in Me through their message, 21 that all of them may be one, Father, just as You are in Me and I am in You. . . .
John 17:20-21 NIV
-----------
This morning I conclude my three part message on the prayer of a highly compassionate person. There is no doubt who this compassionate person is. As we come to this third section of Christ’s prayer, not only does He express His longing that we discover unity with His other disciples, but that we would also behold His glory and receive His love.
Before we get into the text, I want to pose a question that is intended to move us to application of the truths we are seeing here in Christ’s prayer. My desire is that we be a congregation that doesn’t just hear the Word of God, but also does the Word of God.
So, here is my question. And I warn you, it is a bit long, so follow with me.

Does this text of John 17 suggest that one of our greatest evangelistic means is a community of obedient, Christ-followers who are united in Christ’s love to accomplish a mission to connect Jesus with the people whom God has given them?

By asking this question, I am not simply looking for your “yes.” I’m desiring that you search out the text to see if this is indeed true. So, encased in this question are several others. Do we find within Christ’s prayer an evangelistic strategy for reaching the entire world with the Gospel? Was Jesus really thinking that by pouring His life into just 12 men that He could get His message out to the entire world? Was that His evangelistic strategy? And, does that strategy involve communities of Christians? And, what distinguishes these Christian communities from other groups or communities? And very importantly for us, particularly as we attempt to design an appropriate application, do we know who the people are whom God has given to us, or for that matter, to whom we have been given by God for the purpose of being united with Christ? 
So if we can answer these embedded questions found within my initial and larger question, then we can answer that larger question.
We have already discovered from our two previous studies in John 17 that the disciples of Jesus were called to go into the world with the assignment of bringing to the world the hope of an intimate relationship with Christ. That is the gospel. The disciples of Christ were sent on a mission to enter enemy territory, to bring a message of hope to all peoples that there is a way out of the mess that sin has created and it is through Jesus Christ. That is the assignment, that is the mission all believers in Christ have been given. 
We also discovered in our previous studies that Christianity is all about coming into an eternal and intimate relationship with Jesus Christ on His terms. Those terms include understanding the intimate bond between God the Father and God the Son, that sin is so absolutely devastating that it took the sinless Jesus to be offered as the sacrifice for our sins, and that only by placing ourselves in Jesus will we be restored in our relationship with God the Father.

So, to the question about God’s evangelistic strategy, we should be answering “yes.” He sent His Son into the world to be our Savior and He sends us to continue His mission to the world.

I summarized our previous two lessons in this prayer, a prayer I continue to urge you to pray as you consecrate yourself to fulfilling this God-given mission assignment. Would you please pray this silently as I pray it aloud.
Father God, we are overwhelmingly impressed with Your Son. He has adequately revealed You to us and amazingly sacrificed for us so that we can know You and Your Son intimately and eternally. The fact that You have done this for us must mean that You also want everyone in the world to know You and have the fulness of Your joy. 

From Your Son’s prayer we cannot miss the fact that we have been given an assignment to participate in Your mission to the world. Though we don’t know exactly what it will look like, we trust You enough to let You work out the details. We offer ourselves to You today to join with other members of Your body as we engage in Your mission. We are willing to share in the consequences of carrying Your identity in this world in which we live. Please protect us by the power of Your awesome name. In Jesus Christ, we pray.

Thus, the God who loves us initiated a plan, whereby we can have our relationship with Him restored through the gracious sacrifice of His Son, now invites us to participate in His mission to give the whole world the same opportunity.
Now to our text for today.
The highly compassionate Christ opens this third section of His prayer with that highlighter phrase, “I pray.”

John 17:20-21 NIV  20 “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in Me through their message, 21 that all of them may be one, Father, just as You are in Me and I am in You. . . .

This oneness that Jesus is speaking of here certainly does included a oneness or unity with fellow believers in Christ and not simply a oneness with Him. In other words, this prayer puts us in obligation to the body of believers in Christ. We are not free to just have a relationship with God without also having a relationship with His children.
This prayer speaks of at least three categories of relationship that we have and into which we are to invest ourselves. First is our (A.) relationship with Jesus Christ. Jesus speaks of this relationship every time He refers to those who believe in Him or to those whom the Father has given to Him.

Amazingly, we all are among those persons whom God has given to Jesus Christ, or given to the ongoing lineage of Christ’s disciples, for the purpose of being connected personally, intimately, savingly and eternally to Jesus Christ. We are testimony to the fact that God sent His Son Jesus Christ into the world for we are now followers or disciples of Jesus Christ. You see, our changed lives are a message to the world that God indeed sent His Son into the world.

This is how it happened. In His sovereign grace, God gave us to one of His disciples or a community of His disciples who were living in joyful obedience to Christ. God sovereignly oversaw the connecting of our lives with the life of another believer or with a community of believers. This was a life-transforming work that the Holy Spirit did in us as He took us with our circumstances and our dispositions and united us with God’s Word and God’s people and finally with God Himself. It was not an accident that we came into the hearing of God’s Word, into relationship with God’s people and into a saving relationship with Christ.
Furthermore, the text we have here in John 17 does not allow us to exclude ourselves from the host of people whom God has given to His disciples in order to communicate the Gospel. In other words, when the text speaks of those whom God gave to Jesus, we are included in that congregation.
Notice the frequency within this prayer in which Jesus refers to those whom the Father had given Him.

John 17:2 (NIV) 2 For You granted Him authority over all people that He might give eternal life to all those You have given Him. 
John 17:6 (NIV) 6 “I have revealed You to those whom You gave Me out of the world. They were Yours; You gave them to Me and they have obeyed Your word.
John 17:9 (NIV) 9 I pray for them. I am not praying for the world, but for those You have given Me, for they are Yours.

John 17:24 (NIV) 24 “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.
Initially, I believe Jesus was referring to the twelve disciples or maybe even the 70 (Luke 10:1, 17). But, as He brings His prayer to a close, not only would He be thinking of the 120 (Acts 1:15) who will gather in the upper room to wait for the Holy Spirit to come, but surely He is thinking of all who will place their faith in Him as Lord and Savior. And that includes us today.
You see, God has pursued us in love and He used His disciples in the process. He did this because an unobstructed relationship with Him is of utmost importance and eternal value to Him. And that is why we must say that our first and most important relationship is with Jesus Christ.
But, our relationships don’t stop there. Our next most important relationships, once we are united with Christ, are those (B.) with other disciples of Christ or Christ-followers. This text in John 17, I believe, makes that clear in both the second and third sections of His prayer.
In the second section Christ prays:

John 17:10-11 (NIV) 10 All I have is Yours, and all You have is Mine. And glory has come to Me through them. 11 I will remain in the world no longer, but they are still in the world, and I am coming to You. Holy Father, protect them by the power of Your name—the name You gave me—so that they may be one as We are one.
Now, as Jesus prays for His immediate disciples, we could try to make the meaning of “them” and “they” to be a group of isolated individuals, but that would be forced, not in keeping with the context. More natural and more fitting is to view “them” and “they” as a team or unit for whom Christ’s desire and prayer is that they function as a united team in the likeness of the unity Christ has with His Father.
Now, when Jesus broadens His prayer in the third section to include future believers, He again expresses His earnest desire that all believers would be united in the likeness of His union with His Father.
John 17:20-23 (NIV) 20 “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in Me through their message, 21 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. 22 I have given them the glory that You gave Me, that they may be one as We are one: 23 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.
The frequency of His request for unity certainly heightens the value of His desire. There is no doubt that Jesus Christ wants for His disciples to function in community. The word community brings together having something in common with the concept of unity. Community, therefore, is unity in something we hold in common, something we value in common.
Jesus is the one we hold in common thus making us a Jesus community. His prayer that we be truly united as a community in Him must make us realize this is of utmost importance to Him. Thus, second only to our personal relationship with Jesus Christ is our relationship to a Christ community.
Now admittedly, for some, this may be a tremendously radical statement, particularly if Christ is implying a local congregation of believers, or church, is to be included within it. Was Jesus thinking of a local church when He prayed that His disciples would function in community? I believe we all need to answer that question. And, I’ll speak to that question in just a moment.

But first, before going any further, let’s clarify the third category of relationship that we have and into which we are to invest ourselves. Our first most important (A.) relationship is with Jesus Christ. Our second most important (B.) relationship is with a community or communities of obedient Christ followers. There is a third category of relationship that is clearly addressed in Christ’s prayer and that is (C.) relationship with people who are presently unbelievers, whom Christ refers to as future believers (17:20).

Let’s look again at the first paragraph of this final section. Notice the anticipation that Christ is expressing that those who presently do not believe will believe.
John 17:20-23 (NIV) 20 “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in Me through their message, 
These are future believers, future disciples, and they are included in His prayer. 
21 . . .. May they also be in Us so that the world may believe that You have sent Me.
Here Jesus is referring to those who presently do not believe but for whom He desires that they would believe.

23 . . .. 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 really wants us to share His heart for reaching the world with His message and His person. His entire prayer has been about the fulfillment of His mission, a mission He has brought us into as partners.
Therefore, I think we can rightly conclude from verses 20-23 that community with fellow disciples of Christ is a primary vehicle through which we accomplish the mission assignment we have been given by Jesus Christ. Thus, we cannot suppose we will effectively fulfill our assignment if we hold a low view of Christian community.
And, I think we need to talk about this.

What constitutes a community? Is it small, or large or huge? Is it one or many? Is a combining of many communities within a worldwide community? How are we to understand Christian community both in size, i.e., who comprises our Christian community, and in function, what happens within our Christian community?

Remember, Christianity is all about coming into an eternal and intimate relationship with Jesus Christ on His terms. Those terms include understanding the intimate bond between God the Father and God the Son, that sin is so absolutely devastating that it took the sinless Jesus to be offered as the sacrifice for our sins, and that only by placing ourselves in Jesus will we be restored in our relationship with God the Father.

For whom this is true, those people make up the Christian community, a community that is to have a powerful impact on the world so that the world would believe and know that God sent His Son into the world.
But, we need to get really practical if we are going to come up with a meaningful application.
Here is how I see it. There are some things each one of us can do to move us in the direction of fulfilling our Lord’s prayer. For starters, we need to invite the Holy Spirit to convict us and convince us about our priorities. Are we living in communion with Jesus Christ? Do we have a growing, renewing and hope-filling relationship with Him? 
That’s where we need to start. If you ask the Holy Spirit to give His evaluation and you can hear Him say in the quiet of your heart that this is your greatest need, I want to encourage you that there is someone in this room who would be willing to team up with you to see you come to have that kind of relationship with Jesus Christ. Would you take a piece of paper, write your name and put a circle around the number 1, and, at the end of this service, bring it up and lay it on the pulpit?
The second thing we can do is invite the Holy Spirit to convict us and convince us about our relationship with a local Christ community. 

We may not like it. We may even fight it. But, the fact is, when we were united with Christ we were brought into a big family where we have a bunch of brothers and sisters. We are gifts to each other. And, we have responsibilities within our Christ communities.
I say Christ communities, plural, because I am trying to be realistic in the context of our finite nature as human beings. We all have limits. There is no way I can have close relationships with dozens and dozens of people. None of us can.
This is where I believe Jesus models for us how this works. How many disciples did Jesus invite to follow Him around for His three years of ministry? 

Twelve. There were others, particularly a group of women who traveled with Jesus. But, the fact is, Christ’s community of disciples was a relatively small group. And, do you remember what Jesus said about how they became His disciples? (How did Jesus get His disciples?)
Yes, God gave them to Him.

How did God give them to Him? Read the second half of John chapter 1. In verse 36, John the Baptist points out Jesus to John and Andrew who are so impressed that they leave John the Baptist and go and hang around Jesus. Jesus then invites them to go with Him.
That sounds natural enough. Someone tells another about Jesus, point Him out, helps him make the connection and suddenly that person is getting to know Jesus. 

In Christ’s prayer, He says of this process that it was God who gave John and Andrew to Him.

Andrew than went and found his brother Simon Peter and told him that they had found the Messiah. Andrew brought Peter to Jesus and Jesus welcomed him and even gave him a special name.

Then, when Jesus was out walking, he spotted Philip and invited him to follow. Philip said “yes.” And, then he went and found Nathanael, telling him that they had found the one Moses had written about and of whom the prophets had written. Philip urged Nathanael to come and see that what he was speaking of was really true.
Here again, it’s all pretty natural stuff. Making connections with people we know and introducing them to Jesus for reasons that have already impressed us and changed our lives.
And again, when Jesus said in His prayer that God had given Him men in whom He was to invest the Word of God, Jesus was referring to Peter, Philip and Nathanael.

So, how would you answer the question, how does God give men to Jesus?
In ways that appear to be very natural, though Scripture says they are supernatural.
Why am I making a point of this? Because, I believe God has given us, either individually or as a community, persons to whom we have an assignment to fulfill, namely, introduce and connect to Jesus Christ.
Jesus has modeled this for us in His relationship with the twelve. He has also given us another model in the family. When God created man, He established the family as a means of disciplining and instructing the next generation of human beings. That is a God-given assignment for parents. 
When we have a baby dedication or when parents have their baby baptized, in both cases there is a clear recognition that parents are stewards of the gifts that God has given them – to bring their children up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord (Eph 6:4)
Therefore, I suggest that we see Christian families as a small Christ-community in the context of the larger Christ-community. And, that the mission assignment for Christian families is essentially the same as what God gave Christ when He sent Him into this world. Go and connect your children to Christ, both to His Word and to His person, and pray that they come into that personal, intimate, eternal-life-giving relationship with Him.
I believe that our next Christ community in which we practice and experience our oneness with Christ is the local church. God has given us each other for the purpose of mutually encouraging each other to stay connected with and grow in Christ, and to be an agent for connecting people from the world to Christ.
The local church is a vitally important Christ-community for the fulfillment of our God-given mission to the world. I personally do not believe it is an optional community for Christians. 
If we all took seriously the fulfilling of Christ’s prayer in John 17, the nature and character of our local churches would change. And, maybe not so surprisingly, our surrounding neighborhoods would begin to believe that God really did send Jesus into the world and we would have many opportunities to introduce Him to them so they could believe and know Him.

I started by asking, does this text of John 17 suggest that one of our greatest evangelistic means is a community of obedient, Christ-followers who are united in Christ’s love to accomplish a mission to connect Jesus with the people whom God has given them?

I trust we can not only answer “yes,” but that we are saying “yes” to Christ to obediently fulfill our responsibilities within our Christ-communities.
So, would you ask the Holy Spirit to give His evaluation regarding your participation in this Christ-community? If you can hear Him say in the quiet of your heart that there is significant room for improvement, I want to encourage you that there is someone in this room who would be willing to team up with you to see you come to have a growing and fruitful relationship within this local congregation. Would you take a piece of paper, write your name and put a circle around the number 2, and, at the end of this service, bring it up and lay it on the pulpit? 
--
May it be, that a compassionate and broken heart will be the disposition with which we approach the sinners surrounding us. May we collectively reveal God’s Son to these sinners that God gives us. May they come to know through our testimony that God has truly sent His Son into this world to give them eternal life.
Amen.
Bonus closing –

Christ closes His prayer, now just hours away from His crucifixion, with what could almost be construed as a last will and testament. He knows He is going away, but He wants to leave behind powerful gifts. The first is ability to see His glory.
24 “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. 
There was a glory about Jesus as He walked this earth. We would marvel at Him if we could see Him as He was then. But, there was an even greater glory about Jesus following His resurrection. It’s possible that Jesus was referring to this glory in this prayer. But, there is an even greater glory about Jesus that awaits all of us who are united with Him. Stephen spoke of it as he was dying a martyrs death.

Acts 7:55 (NIV) 55 But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.
Christ’s closing request is given in the context of the realization that His disciples were going to be operating in a hostile world. Nevertheless, He was committing Himself to them to keep making the Father known to them in love through the Holy Spirit.

25 “Righteous Father, though the world does not know You, I know You, and they know that You have sent Me. 26 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.” 
Christ’s request was that His disciples would be filled with His love and with Himself as they engaged the world and introduced the world to Him.













