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Grace Presbyterian Church                       June 6, 2021 

Psalm 130, 2 Corinthians 4:13-5:1, John 17                       Holy Communion      

“Unity in Community: Jesus Prays for Us ”      General Assembly Sunday 

Pastor Jonathan 

 

It’s a beautiful and wonderful thing that Jesus talks to the Father, and prays 

for us, for the Church across time, across the centuries, the continents, the 

cultures and all people groups. That prayer is recorded in John 17. There is 

much to discuss in that prayer and I hope to summarize some of its main 

points after a few points of what it is like to serve in a messy church. Let us 

talk a little bit about what and who the Church is. The Scripture tells us 

faithfully that the Church is the body of Christ, and we are members of it, 

one with another. (1 Cor. 12:12ff) We are literally the hands and feet of 

Christ in the world today. Jesus gives us the ministry He started, to introduce 

everyone we know to Him and at the same time to His Father and the Holy 

Spirit. That is our mission. That is the core of who we are as the Church 

worldwide. 

 

And while Jesus sees the Church worldwide, which is His and He knows 

who belongs to Him and who doesn’t, we see the church in its local 

expression almost exclusively. That is what we know of “church,” which is 

simply a word that means “assembly.” We are ecclesia, “called out” to be 

God’s family working out how we might help others to know Jesus, and 

simply to help others in their need. And while we might know many local 

expressions: such as we who have lived in six provinces, and lived in other 

countries, and visited a few countries around the world. I have been 

privileged to see the Church in the US, Mexico, Canada, France, Taiwan, the 

Philippines, Switzerland, Malta and Israel, and realize this is but a small 

proportion of the worldwide body of Christ. When you remember where you 

have joined with or visited the ministry and mission of the body of Christ 

worldwide, give thanks to God for that expression of His heart and desire for 

the world to know Him and His Father through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Write down where you have been and give thanks and pray for those places 

and those expressions of the Church, that they would be faithful to Him first 

and foremost in what they do and are. But most of all, just be thankful. 

 

It is often difficult to be thankful for the local expression of the body of 

Christ here in Canada right now, today. Of course, the more you know about 

a local gathering of believers, the more you know both their gifts and 

strengths, as well as their weaknesses, faults and sins, particularly if you get 
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to live with them for any amount of time. While I grew up in California, I 

have been a member of the Presbyterian Church in Canada (PCC) since 

1980 when I started seminary in Vancouver and went to Fairview Church 

there. When Gordon Kouwenberg started this congregation in 1981, there 

were 1,051 congregations in the PCC and just over one thousand pastors.1 In 

fact, there was a church growth movement in the denomination in the 1980s 

led in part by Dr. Jim Sauer, Minister at St. David and St. Martin Church 

here in Ottawa in those years that was entitled “Doubling the PCC in the 

‘80s.” It was a bold and hopeful movement within our denomination. It 

failed. Today we find in the newest Book of Reports for 2021, the figures 

from last year indicate that there are 696 congregations nationally in our 

church, so we note that we have lost over 300 congregations since 1981.2 

Unfortunately, while this is discouraging, it is not the most troubling news. 

Of those 696 congregations, 244 are vacant, that’s more than 1/3 of our 

congregations, and, only 30 of those are looking for a pastor. So now we are 

looking at 482 viable congregations, down from just over a thousand in 

1981. The context in which this information is shared is the Life and 

Mission Agency (LMA) report and the author is being anxious about finding 

jobs for the few pastors who train in our denomination and others who apply 

from outside the denomination.  

 

Now you and I know that numbers are not the main, important thing about 

churches, neither the money nor the number of people, it’s knowing Jesus, 

doing what He says and carrying out His mission to the community and the 

world. So in some ways, losing half the denomination in forty years is not 

the end. We know the direction of the denomination. It is a Call once again 

to seek the Lord while He may be found. It is a Call to trust Jesus again, 

because Jesus is faithful. It is a Call to hear Jesus again, because He does 

have good Gospel work and eternal life for us to do and proclaim. His Word 

is consistently true and reliable. 

 

Yet we are facing the church once again losing many who do not want to 

associate themselves with a church that goes against Scripture in the area of 

marriage and sexuality, the Virgin Birth and the Resurrection. I get it. Please 

hear me when I say: these things have not yet been decided. This week the 

 
1 The Acts and Proceeding of the General Assembly (GA) of the Presbyterian Church in 

Canada (A&P), p. 548. 
2 The General Assembly 2021 Book of Report, Life and Mission Agency, p. 145. 
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GA will decide whether they enact the Remits or not. I really don’t want to 

bring it up now during the sermon, because we are so much more than just 

this one issue. But I do bring it up because your prayers are desperately 

needed and we want to see a surprise from God’s hand, and not just the 

usual politics of the liberals in the national offices pushing this through 

during the first online meeting of a GA ever. 

 

What does Jesus want? He doesn’t say much to us about Overtures, Motions 

and Remits. He gets to the heart of the matter in John 17. He wants His 

Father’s mission to succeed. He is willing to be tortured to death to 

accomplish this mission. But in John 17, that’s tomorrow, Good Friday. 

Tonight, he is praying for us. He starts with reminding us that the whole 

Gospel is summed up in the words “eternal life” that Jesus gives. What is 

eternal life? “That they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, 

whom you have sent.” (17:3) It’s all about relationship with Jesus now, and 

therefore also with the Father in the power of the Holy Spirit. Eternal life 

goes into the future, to the new heaven and new earth, but it starts now in 

this life. Jesus has completed and is completing His mission: that mission is 

getting people to know Him. That is the main and focused purpose of the 

church. We can do many good things, but knowing Jesus is the key, the start 

and the finish. 

 

We belong to God. Now Jesus is asking the Father to not take us out of the 

world, but to give us what we need in this broken, hurting, challenging life 

in which we live. We have all the resources we need. Jesus prays for our 

protection, a spiritual protection through His name, that is, through 

everything that He is. Protection is prayed both in v. 11 and v. 15. He knows 

we will be given a hard time from the evil one, the devil, the leader of the 

rebellion forces against God. Jesus reminds us that our citizenship is in 

heaven and that we are resident aliens here. (v. 16) How will we make it 

through this season and this life? Jesus prays that we would be set apart to 

God by the truth. What truth? How can we know the truth? He says that 

God’s Word is truth. The Bible is the way to hear God speak. The Bible is 

the way to know God’s truth.  When we leave the Bible behind, we leave the 

Word of God behind, as an individual, as a group, as a congregation, as a 

city, as a denomination, as a national or international movement. He sends 

us as His ambassadors into this world with a heavenly passport, an 

identification with the Father and authority from Him to do His work here 

and now. 
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We need to remember to whom we belong. Jesus prays for our unity. While 

we do not see exceptional unity in the local human organization expressions 

of the body of Christ, we do see the unity by a sanctified imagination that we 

have and will have that unity in the Trinity. Jesus prays that all of them, all 

the future believers in Jesus, that they 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 Jesus is sent from the Father.  Then He prays again that “they may be 

one as we are one: (a reference to the Trinity) I in them and you in me. May 

they be brought to complete unity…” (vv. 22-23) And again “that the love 

you have for me, Father, may be in them and that I myself may be in them.” 

(v. 26) 

 

Did you note how many times the preposition “in” is used in these verses. 

Seven times. Why? Because we are to experience in God’s family, in the 

body of Christ, what Jesus experiences in the Trinity. That’s what He is 

praying for…and that is deeper and bigger than my small imagination. But it 

has rocked my world. Not only is the Holy Spirit in us, but we are in Him, in 

Jesus, in the Father.  

 

There is a word that theologians use to talk about the unity and community 

of God, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It is perichoresis. Literally it comes 

from two Greek words: peri, which means “around” and choréo, which 

means “to move, coming and going.” It refers to how the Trinity moves 

around one another and shares their space. Choréo is the root for the English 

word “choreography,” which is the study/planning of dance or movement. 

So it is a kind of dance pattern for the Trinity. And if you take seriously 

what Jesus prays, it not only is how God dances within His Triune Self, but 

also how we are invited into this beautiful movement as we are in Jesus, and 

He is in us, and Jesus is in the Father and the Holy Spirit is in us. “May they 

be in us,” Jesus prays. And so we hear from the lips of our Lord a sense of 

our own communion and fellowship with God, as Jesus invites us in. It’s 

almost as if we can be there as Jesus speaks of the glory He had with the 

Father before the world began (v. 5). Imagine space and time in that pre-

Earth era of the universe, if you can. God amazingly invites us in.  

 

And He invites us to His table. Remember who God is, Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit. Remember in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 

with God, and the Word was God. (John 1:1) Jesus moved into our 

neighbourhood and loved us, and loves us still. (1:14) 
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He invites us to His table at great personal cost to Himself. He gave up His 

riches in heaven to come and be with us for a few years. His plan is to have 

people close to Him, as close as He is to the Father. These will continue His 

mission on earth until it is completed. Receive His love anew today. Receive 

life from Jesus, the life that the branches need from the vine to produce good 

grapes, grapes like love and joy and peace and patience and kindness, and 

goodness and faithfulness and self-control.  

 

You know we don’t always see the joy of the Lord in the Church, but it is in 

Jesus. Keep your eyes on Jesus. The tattered and broken bride of Christ may 

not be much to look at, but Jesus sees in her all that is needed to show and 

spread His love and truth to a needy world. 

 

As I often pray here on a Sunday morning, remember to imagine the body of 

Christ, the true Church world-wide worshipping the Lord Sunday by 

Sunday, small group by small group, prayer meeting by prayer meeting, 

outreach by outreach, compassion by compassion. Remember the sixty-six 

nations of Africa at prayer and worship. Remember the nations of Asia and 

the many house churches in places where it is illegal to meet as a church. 

Remember the Arab world and Muslim countries where Christians meet 

underground, in basements and private homes. Remember South America 

and don’t forget those places that used to be at the centre of Christianity in 

Europe and N. America. Learn about and rejoice with Jesus as His Church 

worldwide flourishes and loves Him and His Gospel even at the cost of their 

lives. But don’t forget to pray for our little corner of the body of Christ in the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada. We need help. We need Jesus. Our culture is 

telling us things that do not agree with the Scriptures, and we all have 

choices to make. Let us trust our Lord anew. Let us meet Him again at His 

table and give ourselves anew to Him. 

 

Let us pray. 

 

 
 


