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We Are One in Christ for Others. 
 

Text : John 17:18-23 
 
John 17 is often referred to as the high-priestly prayer of 
Jesus. In ancient Israel, the High Priest wore a 
breastplate around his neck whenever he entered the 
Holy Place. This breastplate had twelve precious stones 
embedded in it, one for each tribe of Israel. In other 
words, when the High Priest came before God in the 
tabernacle (and later in the Temple), he did not come for 
himself alone, but he brought all Israel with him. He 
represented all the people to God. Jesus’ prayer here is of 
the same sort. He does not come to the Father alone, but 
he bears all our names on his heart, presenting us to his 
Father. 
 
This is how Jesus begins his prayer (v. 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.” If this sermon can be 
divided into three main points, they are all found in this 



verse: Jesus’ prayer for his church is (1) that we would 
be united; (2) that our unity would have its origin and 
life in the unity of the Father and the Son; and (3) that 
this unity would show the world who Jesus is. If I were to 
condense these three points into a simple sentence it 
would be this: We are one in Christ for others. We are 
one. We are one in Christ. We are one in Christ for 
others. 
 
1. We Are One 
 
Unity. This is what our Lord Jesus prays for his church. 
That we would all be one. What is Jesus’ desire for the 
church-community? It is answered here: that we would 
all be one. Of all the things he might have asked for us, I 
find it striking that he prays for our unity. 
 
Remember, this comes in the form of a prayer, not a 
command. Jesus doesn’t tell us, “Try your hardest to be 
united.” Instead he prays to his Father, “May they all be 
one.” This is an important distinction, because if Jesus 
really prays that we would all be one, if the Father really 
hears the prayers of his Son, then we must acknowledge 
that our unity is not a goal, but a reality. It is not 
something we have to strive for, but something that is 
certainly already true. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote these 
words in his book Life Together: “Christian community 
is not an ideal we have to realize, but rather a reality 
created by God in Christ in which we may participate” . 
What he means by this is that our oneness as believers is 
not something we can create in and of ourselves; it is 
something that has already been accomplished in Christ. 
So we’re left not with the responsibility to unite 



ourselves, but with the freedom to participate in the 
unity that already exists. In Christ, our unity is already a 
fact. 
But, you might (very correctly) say, “Oh! That sounds 
nice and all, but let’s face it. Have you ever actually seen 
the church? There seems to be far more division than 
unity. If we are really one in Christ, why don’t we see that 
taking place concretely in the world?” Of course, you’d 
be completely right to raise that objection. If we are 
actually one in Christ, why are we so divided in the 
church? From the New Testament times until now, the 
church has been prone to divide. In the 1500s, the time 
of the Reformation, a great divide occurred when men 
like Martin Luther began to speak out against corruption 
in the church. They had hoped to heal the church of its 
corruption, but it only resulted in more splits. We’re all 
descendants of the Reformation: we’re Protestants. 
Protesting is who we are! Dividing is part of our 
heritage! It’s pretty common these days that when 
someone doesn’t agree with some aspect of their church 
– the music, the preaching, the people, the location – 
they just go to a different one. So, is the church really 
characterized by unity? How can we say that our unity is 
already a reality when we see far more  
divisions than oneness?Christ, and nothing less, is the 
source and strength and centre of our unity. How 
different it is when we recognize that we don’t have to 
create unity out of nothing, but that it has already been 
established in Christ. We don’t need to fear diversity in 
the church, because we know it is not a threat to the 
greater oneness we have in Christ. When people enter 
our community with different goals, interests, and needs, 
we can welcome them, knowing that, long ago, we have 



already been joined by the unity of the Spirit. The world 
says, “Go make something of yourself.” Christ says, 
“Become what you are.” 
If it seems strange to talk like this, the best analogy I can 
think of is marriage. I am married. As any of you who are 
or have been married know, when you get married, you 
are married. You speak your vows, you exchange rings, 
you get a certificate, and it’s done. You don’t marry your 
spouse every day, because the reality is that you are 
already married. But living that reality is something else 
altogether. It’s surprisingly easy to live as if you are not 
really married. It’s easy to treat your spouse as if the two 
of you are not really one. But you don’t make yourself 
married by acting married; you act married because you 
are married. In a way, it is because you are one that you 
constantly need to live as if you were one. In the same 
way, our unity as brothers and sisters in Christ is an 
actual reality, but it is all too easy to live as if it were not 
true. But it is because we are united that we live as if we 
were united. We are one in Christ; may we become what 
we are. 
 
2. We Are One in Christ 
 
What is Jesus’ will for his church? Unity. But not just any 
kind of unity. Christ’s prayer is not simply that we would 
all be one – as we’ve already seen, we cannot make 
ourselves united. Jesus prays three times for a very 
specific and astounding sort of oneness for his followers: 
“just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, may they also 
be in us” (v. 21); and in the next verse: “may they be one 
even as we are one” (v. 22); and again in the next verse: 
“I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly 



one” (v. 23). Here we have a very profound and 
important truth: the unity of the church is an expression 
and a reverberation of the unity between the Father and 
the Son. Our oneness has its origin in the eternal 
oneness of God. 
This is the kind of mystery that is almost too wonderful. 
We are invited into the very fellowship of God. We are 
caught up in the very life of the Trinity. The further this 
sinks into our hearts and minds the further we must sink 
to our knees in praise and wonder.  
 
 This means that we can understand something about 
our oneness with God and about our oneness with each 
other by looking at the oneness of the Father and the 
Son. When Jesus prays, “may they be one even as we are 
one,” we can actually know something about it, because 
the Gospels actually describe the ways in which the 
Father and the Son are perfectly one in both love and 
will. Throughout the Gospels it is quite clear that the 
Father loves the Son, and the Son loves the Father; they 
are one in their love for one another. It is the Father who 
says of Jesus, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well 
pleased” (Matt 3:17). The Gospel of John says that “The 
Father loves the Son, and has given all things into his 
hand” (3:35). Later in John, Jesus says, “I do as the Father 
has commanded me, so that the world may know that I 
love the Father” (14:31). This love that is eternally alive 
between the Father and the Son overflows to us, so that 
we too are loved by God and that we too might love God. 
And it is only in and from God’s eternal love that we can 
really love one another. Our love for one another comes 
from God’s love for us. “We love because he first loved 
us.” 



 
Another way the Father and the Son are one is in will. 
“Abba, Father,” Jesus says, “                                                                                                                                                               
Everything is possible for you. Take this cup from me. Yet 
not what I will, but what you will” (Mark 14:36). Jesus 
also says, “I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by 
himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, 
because whatever the Father does the Son also does” (Jn 
5:19). And again, “I do nothing on my own but speak just 
what the Father has taught me” (Jn 8:28). Nothing that 
Jesus does is apart from his Father’s will. We are also 
united to God in this way. And because we are together 
united in will to God, we are also one with each other – 
the community who collectively seeks the will of God. So 
in Christ, we are made one in love and in will with God, 
and because we are all one with God, we are also one 
with each other. 
The unity of the church is an expression and a 
reverberation of the unity between the Father and the 
Son. Here’s another example from marriage that will 
hopefully make this a bit clearer. If you have kids, you 
probably want them to love one another. You can tell 
them to love each other, but the best way they’ll learn to 
do it is by seeing how you love them, and even how you 
love each other as husband and wife. The unity of the 
husband and wife thus becomes the foundation of unity 
for the whole family. It’s the same in the workplace. 
When the leaders are united in purpose, it’s much more 
likely that their employees will be of one mind as well. In 
the same way, God is One, though he is Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit; and it is his oneness that is the foundation 
for our oneness. Our unity as the church is not based on 



a common interest or goal or enemy or need, but it is 
based in the eternal unity of the Father and the Son. 
 
3. We Are One in Christ for Others 
 
What is Jesus’ will for his church? Unity – and not just 
any sort of unity, but unity in the Father and the Son, 
which comes from and resembles their unity. But why 
unity? and why this sort of unity? Let’s read the first part 
of Jesus’ prayer for us again: “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 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.” 
Here is the effect of our unity: that the world may know.  
The question is, what does our internal unity in the 
church have to do with our external mission to the 
world? Bear in mind that this prayer of Jesus takes place 
at the end a long portion of speeches and conversations 
between Jesus and his disciples, which take place right 
before Jesus’ betrayal and crucifixion (chs. 13-17). In 
these chapters, Jesus is preparing his disciples for his 
departure. I think this helps us see more clearly why 
missions is on Jesus’ mind. He is about to complete the 
mission his Father gave him; now he is preparing his 
disciples for their mission. They are about to change 
from being disciples to being apostles, from being 
followers to being sent out. With this in mind, Jesus 
prays for them (v. 11a): “I am no longer in the world, but 
they are in the world.” I think this gives us a clue how to 
understand what our unity as the church has to do with 
our mission to the world. “I am no longer in the world, 



but they are in the world.” Somehow, the presence of the 
apostles makes up for the absence of Jesus. This is 
because their mission is an extension of his mission. 
They bear witness to his mission, and in so doing, they 
bear witness to who he is. Yet, Christ would have that 
they not merely say who he is, but that they would be 
who he is. Not that they become him, but that their new 
identity in Christ would bear faithful witness to the 
identity of Christ. In other words, Jesus’ followers 
manifest his presence in the world after he is gone. Jesus 
is praying for his disciples here, but the same line of 
thought carries through into his prayer for us his church. 
“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.” He is 
no longer in the world, but we are in the world. Because 
Jesus sent the gift of the Holy Spirit, we are one with the 
Father and the Son to the point where the church is the 
presence of Christ on earth to each other and to the 
world. We are one in Christ for others. It is our mutual 
love and unity, in and from the love and unity of the 
Father and the Son, which manifests the presence of 
Christ to the world. identically) whoever has seen the 
church has seen the Son. Here’s a question to ponder this 
week: do you think the world can know who Jesus is by 
looking at his church? 
What is our message to the world? Look at verse 3: “Now 
this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.” Jesus relates 
eternal life with knowledge of God in him. This means 
that evangelism is about helping people know who Jesus 
is that they might believe on him as their Lord and 
saviour. I used to be regularly plagued with guilt because 



I felt like I didn’t share my faith in Jesus with enough 
people. I never knew why I was afraid to do it, but I 
always was. I wonder though, what gospel was I afraid to 
share? Regardless of what I was taught, I think that deep 
down I thought that the starting point for evangelism 
was my ability to convince someone else that they were a 
sinner. But the gospel is not first and foremost about 
how good or bad we are, or even about who we are, but 
about who Christ is. Only after we’ve shown who Jesus is 
can someone understand who they are in Christ. Only 
after we have spoken of Christ can we begin to speak of 
ourselves. The starting point for the gospel is not “you’re 
a sinner!” but “Jesus is Lord!” How can we proclaim this 
message in truth if Jesus is not in truth our Lord?  
This is why Christ connects our unity with our mission. 
Only as we are united in Christ, expressed in mutual love 
for one another, do we show the world who Jesus is. So 
Jesus rightly says, “By this all men will know that you are 
my disciples, if you love one another” (Jn 13:35), We 
sometimes sing the song that says, “and they’ll know we 
are Christians by our love.” I would add to this, “and 
they’ll know who Christ is by our love.” 
 
 What is Jesus’ will for his church? “May they be one, 
even as we are one that the world may know that you 
sent me.” We are one; and we are one in Christ; and we 
are one in Christ for others. May we become what we 
are! 

                                        ----------------------------------------------------
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