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Sermon 2 June 2019 
Jesus’s prayer for love and unity 

Acts 16.16-34; John 17.20-end 
 

It seems that whenever I pick up a glossy newspaper supplement or 
magazine, there is an article about what to serve at a dinner party or what the latest 
dinner party fashion is or new rules on dinner party etiquette. How often are we 
actually invited to such parties? Not very often, if you are like Lynn and me! How 
many are truly memorable? 

The reason I ask, is that our Gospel reading takes place after a memorable 
dinner. It is the end of one of the most moving passages in the bible, but I doubt that 
many of us were moved by it, because it was a short passage, without its context. So 
let’s give it some context, see why it is so moving and what lessons we can learn. 

Four chapters earlier, there is an account of Jesus at The Last Supper. At the 
end of  the meal, Jesus starts the conversation that ends with our passage. To give 
us an idea of the atmosphere in which he spoke, I would like you to imagine you 
have been invited to celebrate a special event, New Year’s Eve perhaps with your 
greatest friend; someone you admire and have looked up to like an older brother, no, 
more than that, a father-figure. You are really looking forward to it; it is an honour to 
have been invited and the food was bound to be good. The dinner lives up to 
expectations and as you are nibbling on the last piece of cheese on your plate and 
sipping the wine, your host asks you all to listen to something important he has to 
say. He always has something interesting, unusual and challenging to say, so you sit 
up with interest. 

He then shocks you by announcing that he has just been diagnosed with a 
terminal illness and has only weeks in which to live. This is the last time you will all 
be having a meal together. He has been your mentor and has taught you a lot over 
recent years. Under his guidance you have begun to develop your full potential and 
you believe that under his leadership you and your group could achieve great things. 
Now you feel as if the rug has been pulled from under your feet. Hope has been 
turned into despair. What will you all do when he goes? 

The next minute, whilst you are still trying to get to terms with the devastating 
news, your friend has started to remind you about the lessons he has taught you, in 
the past, and is giving you advice on how to behave in future. 

Now picture the scene at Jesus’s Last Supper. The apostles are seated 
around the table. There would have been others, too, helpers and followers who had 
not been invited to the feast but were welcome to come in and listen. Then there 
would have been the women, several of whom, like Mary Magdalene, had no doubt 
helped prepare and pay for the dinner. After Judas Iscariot had left the table, Jesus 
explains that he is going to die and will not be around with them anymore. They can’t 
believe this. Jesus tries to be reassuring and tells them not to let their hearts be 
troubled. He then embarked on his final teaching session, taking questions from the 
incredulous disciples.  

Jesus started by stressing the importance of belief in both himself and his 
father. He went on to teach about the fact that his disciples were loved by both Jesus 
and his father. In return, they were to love one another just as he had loved them. 
Jesus warned them that they would be scattered and face opposition and hardship. 
There are three chapters recording this interactive teaching and conversation. The 
disciples are bewildered and confused, just as we would have been. 

Whilst they still can’t believe what is happening and are trying to take in the 
news, Jesus looked up to heaven, prayed for himself and then prayed for his friends.  
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This is Jesus’s final prayer, before he is taken away to be tortured and killed. He 
knows what is in store, but, instead of focussing on himself, he prays for protection 
for his disciples.  There would not have been a dry eye in the house. Jesus makes 
several requests for their protection and claims that whilst his disciples were with 
him, he protected them and not one was lost, except Judas. 

To summarise these after-dinner events, having taught his disciples about 
their relationship with Jesus after his resurrection (which none of them would have 
understood at the time) and the pattern of their life after his death, Jesus prayed for 
his disciples. We now come to today’s passage.  

In this, Jesus prays for those who will believe in the future; in other words all 
of us. This is his prayer for us today. It is short and sweet. What does Jesus consider 
to be important enough for his final words? What can we learn from this prayer? 

 As it was read, we all probably heard something different, but there are two 
themes that run right through the prayer. Did anyone spot them? I had the advantage 
of studying the passage in my own time and was able to note that Jesus prays that 
we “may be one”, united in the way that the Father and Son are united. This plea for 
unity among believers is repeated and the word “one” appears four times. The 
second plea is that the believers should love one another and that God’s love should 
be in them. His future believers will need this unity and love because they will be 
living in a world that does not know God. 

Two thousand years later, we can see how right Jesus was. Only about 5% of 
the country are active Christians who regularly attend church services. Most of the 
rest don’t know God and are not concerned by this country’s lack of faith. I recently 
heard a report of an interesting pub conversation where a group of people were 
discussing church. In their view church was a community activity at certain times of 
the year like Christmas and Easter and God did not come into it. I suspect this is an 
increasingly common opinion. 

Allied to this lack of faith is a lack of unity and respect for another person’s 
point of view. The country is split over Brexit, over the powers of state, over spending 
priorities. Each side appears to despise the other’s point of view and dismiss their 
thoughts using language full of hate and vitriol. A few MPs and political activists even 
have T. shirts with slogans insulting their opponents.  

By contrast, Jesus told his followers to love their enemies. Last week’s Gospel 
was taken from the start of Jesus’s final conversation when Jesus answers a 
question by stating that those who love God will keep his word and this love will be 
reciprocated. In one of his letters, Paul urges us to tell the truth in love. There is little 
love and unity in our politics, and public debate today. Never has Jesus’s prayer that 
we love one another, been more necessary. 

Whilst politics and politicians show little signs of love, there is also conflict 
between those who want to keep our United Kingdom as one and those who want to 
break it apart. Wider afield in Europe, there are those who want the European 
countries to join together into a federal Europe for greater security and prosperity. 
On the other side, there are nationalists who want greater independence, so that 
they can assert their national identity. Political parties are being accused of anti-
Semitism and islamophobia. Of course this is nothing new. In our reading from Acts, 
Paul was accused of being a Jew in a Roman city, advocating unlawful customs, and 
for this he was flogged.  

This got me wondering what Jesus meant when he prayed that we might be 
one. Clearly he did not want us all to be identical clones, with stifling, identical 
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thoughts and points of view, but equally he was afraid that we would not live united 
in harmony. 

Last week there was an interesting Thought for the Day in which the speaker 
looked at the widening political divisions in Europe, in the light of two bible passages. 
The passages are not relevant here, but her conclusion struck a chord. “Diversity is 
an essential aspect of culture as well as of nature. There is no harmony without 
variety. The challenge we face is to seek unity without uniformity, and to recognise 
that any identity is enriched by encountering difference and otherness.” 

Only when we encounter differences in other people, whether language, race, 
political views or other features and seek to understand them, with the love that 
Jesus prayed for us, will we be able to break out of the current divisive disputes and 
move forward. 

 What have we learned from Jesus’s final prayer? No doubt many different 
lessons have been learned and you will each take away a thought that is personal to 
you. Here is what I have learned. 

 To demonstrate the love that Jesus wants for us, we must have belief in 
Jesus. He and the Father will then abide in us. This means renewing our faith and 
our belief. If we then share our faith, in love, we will influence the public debate about 
living in harmony with others. As I said earlier this week, we are celebrating “Thy 
Kingdom Come” an initiative to help us spread the word. Let us spread the word with 
the love that Jesus showed us. 
Amen 
 
  
 


