John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, June 5, 2011 – Easter VII
Text: John 17:1-11
“And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent … that they may be one, as we are one.”

Our lesson today is what has come to be known as “Jesus’ last words.”  We often tend to think of Jesus’ last words as “It is finished” – and that’s true – according to John’s Gospel – these are the last words Jesus spoke on the cross, just before he died.

But this prayer we read today – the portion of this prayer – are his last words, spoken to the Father on behalf of his disciples.  You see, Jesus had just spoken to his disciples, letting them know that the time was coming when they would be scattered – and that they would leave him, their Master & their Lord, all alone … but not really all alone – because the Father would be with him.
He went on to tell them that in this world, they would have trouble – but to take heart – because he (Jesus) had overcome the world!

And as we read Jesus’ prayer – our Gospel lesson today – we hear words to the Father, on behalf of these first disciples, that because they must continue to be “in the world,” He would protect them, and that they would be one.

I’m sure we’ve all heard the saying that there’s “strength in numbers.”  We often do things together, as a group, for fellowship and camaraderie – but also, at times, for protection, and in order to have more of an impact than we could individually.
“And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the one true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.”  

The Enemy would try to convince us of either one of two extremes when it comes to “eternal life.”  He uses folks in two different “camps,” so to speak, to try to persuade us that you either have to work to earn your salvation – and that you won’t really know where you’ll be spending your eternity until you die, and you stand before God, and He weighs the good things and the bad things you’ve done in your life.  If the “good stuff” outweighs the “bad stuff,” you’re in!  But if the “bad stuff” is what tips the scale … you’re just plain out of luck! … forever!!
The other extreme is the belief the Enemy tries to sell us that a loving God would never send anybody to hell!  And that everyone will be saved in the end – no matter who they are our how they’ve lived, or if they ever took the time to respond to God’s love He offers in Jesus Christ!

The first plan is called “salvation by works,” and the other one is what’s known as “universalism.”  The problem is, neither one of these is supported by Scripture!

However, there is a third view, which is supported by Scripture – over and over again!! Including in our lesson this morning!

“And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the one true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.”

“God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish, but should have eternal life.” (John 3:16)

“If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord, and believe in your heart that God has raised him from the dead, you shall be saved.” (Romans 10:9)
A key point in this first part of today’s lesson is that Jesus spells out for us that “eternal life” involves knowing God and knowing His one and only Son, Jesus Christ.  Not just knowing “about” God and Jesus – but truly entering into a relationship with them, and knowing them deep down in our hearts and spirits … a “knowing” that goes far beyond mere “head knowledge!”

It probably comes as no surprise to you that there are a number of very biblically and theologically educated people in this world – folks with credits and degrees after their names – men and women who’ve written numerous “religious” books – but who don’t have a clue about what it means to have a personal relationship with God, through His Son Jesus Christ!
I had a classmate in seminary who was extremely intelligent.  She’d come from a career in journalism, and she had read more books on the Christian faith and theology than just about anybody I knew.  She was a straight A student.  But she didn’t have any concept of what it meant to know Jesus Christ in a real and a personal way.  One day at lunch, she was sitting with my best friend and me, and she asked us what it meant to have this “personal faith” she’d heard us and some of the others in our class speak of.
We shared with her about how we had come to know and trust in Jesus Christ as our personal Savior and Lord … and she listened.  But, unfortunately, I got the impression she felt this was a little too much of an unsophisticated, unenlightened and fundamentalist “take” on what it meant to be a Christian.  The last I heard, she’d been ordained, and had gone on to be the “theologian in residence” – whatever that means – of a large church in Northern Virginia.

As far as being “unsophisticated and unenlightened,” Jesus tells us that unless you and I become like “little children,” we won’t see (or be able to be a part) of the Kingdom of heaven!  Unless you and I, and anyone else in this world, are willing to set aside all the intellectual and humanistic “baggage” that we carry with us, and embrace a “childlike” faith, trusting that no matter what – Jesus is who he says he was ( and is), and that we have access to eternal life only by embracing the truth that his atoning death on the cross paid the price for our sins, and purchased our eternal life … If we don’t embrace that,  then we’re just as lost as if we’d never heard the message of the Gospel in the first place!!  Amen?!

I don’t know about you – but I like simple!!  Like most guys, I tend not to read directions – unless there’s no other way to figure something out, or put it together!  And there’s nothing much “simpler” than receiving the gift of eternal life through knowing God, and knowing His Son Jesus Christ!

And as I mentioned recently, the really neat aspect of this whole eternal life thing is that you and I begin enjoying it right away – in the life we live in this world!  It’s not just about going to heaven, and living in that place – that “mansion” – that Jesus has gone ahead to prepare for us!  Even if I do get to live there with Terry!!  
It’s about having the peace of God in our hearts and lives in the here and now!  It’s about being able to “count it all joy,” as Paul says – even when things aren’t necessarily going our way!  It’s about living in deeper, fuller and richer relationships with others!  It’s about being in communion and fellowship with those who are on this faith journey with us!  It’s about being able to start each day, afresh and anew – even if yesterday wasn’t so good – and even if we didn’t behave … well!!  And it’s about having the privilege of letting our lights shine in this world, for Christ’s sake, and for being able to partner with God in building and extending His Kingdom!  Pretty exciting stuff!  Amen?!

“That they may be one – that they may be one.”
I’m reminded here of the old praise song we used to sing – We are one in the Spirit, we are one in the Lord.  We are one in the Spirit, we are one in the Lord.  And we pray that all unity may one day be restored.  And they’ll know we are Christians by our love …” It’s an old one, but a good one – and we could sing it again soon, on Wednesday night!

Being “one” – being one in the Spirit and one in the Lord – doesn’t necessarily mean that we all walk in “lock step!”  What it means is that it’s important that we’re together on the essentials of faith, and that we leave room for flexibility on other issues.   You don’t have to cover too many square miles in Jacksonville to find a number of churches representing various denominations.  And in most cases, each denomination has its own style of worship and its own particular emphasis or interpretation of some matter of Christian doctrine.

But as long as we all agree on who Jesus is – the Savior and Redeemer of the  world, and the Way, the Truth and the Life, and that the Bible is God’s Word of authority … we’re all brothers and sisters in Christ, we’re all involved (or we should be) in the business of leading others into the Kingdom, and we’ll all be together in heaven someday.

Even within our own Anglican Church in North America, we witness a variety of churchmanship and traditions.  The way we “do church” has varied expressions – all the way from a lower church, less ritualistic style, to more charismatic worship, to high church – with chanting and bells and smells.  I had a friend in seminary from Alabama who visited a church in Washington, D.C. by the name of St. Paul’s K Street – which had a very high church tradition.  When he came to class Monday morning, he told us that church was so high it’d make the Pope feel like a Methodist!!

But, once again – in spite of our varied worship styles, music, and how much we either dress up or dress down … we’re together on who Jesus is and what the Word of God means to us.

A visited a biker church over on the Westside a few months ago.  These folks meet in a tent, and they ride their Harleys to church, and they wear their jeans and leathers and boots on Sunday morning.  Their preacher dresses the same way they do … he’s a biker too!  But he preaches the same Gospel, calls his flock to the same standards of discipleship, and believes leading those who don’t yet know Christ into the Kingdom is critical in living into what it means to be the Church!!
The Enemy points out our differences, as opposed to emphasizing the “oneness” that makes us all the Body of Christ.  The best thing we can do, I believe, this side of glory, is to cooperate with one another, encourage one another, and work together in mission and ministry – without being competitive and territorial – so the world can witness that “oneness” Jesus prayed we would have.

When we gathered in Texas back at the end of 2009 to launch the new Anglican Church in North America, one of our key note speakers was Rick Warren, pastor of Saddleback Community Church, well-known author, and a Southern Baptist!  One of our other key speakers was the Metropolitan of the Orthodox Church in America.  We also had some Anglicans in the mix!  The point is, we consider these folks, and others in various Christian denominations, as our brothers and sisters in Christ – on the same journey, with the same purpose and calling, and the same final destination!!

“And this is eternal life, that we may know the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom He has sent … and that we all may be one, even as the Father and the Son are one!”  May you and I strive to know the Father, through the Son, more fully each day … and may our witness to the world – not just as St. Barnabas, or as the Anglican Church – but as the Body of Christ – be one!!  Amen!! 
