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PSALM LESSON 

How wonderful and pleasant it is 

    when brothers live together in harmony! 
2 For harmony is as precious as the anointing oil 

    that was poured over Aaron’s head, 

    that ran down his beard 

    and onto the border of his robe. 
3 Harmony is as refreshing as the dew from Mount Hermon 

    that falls on the mountains of Zion. 

And there the LORD has pronounced his blessing, 

    even life everlasting. 

 

EPISTLE LESSON 
19 When you follow the desires of your sinful nature, the results are very clear: sexual 

immorality, impurity, lustful pleasures, 20 idolatry, sorcery, hostility, quarreling, jealousy, 

outbursts of anger, selfish ambition, dissension, division, 21 envy, drunkenness, wild parties, 

and other sins like these. Let me tell you again, as I have before, that anyone living that 

sort of life will not inherit the Kingdom of God. 

22 But the Holy Spirit produces this kind of fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, 

kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against 

these things! 

24 Those who belong to Christ Jesus have nailed the passions and desires of their sinful 

nature to his cross and crucified them there. 25 Since we are living by the Spirit, let us 

follow the Spirit’s leading in every part of our lives. 26 Let us not become conceited, or 

provoke one another, or be jealous of one another. (Galatians 5:19-26) 

 

GOSPEL READING 

20 “I am praying not only for these disciples but also for all who will ever believe in me 

through their message. 21 I pray that they will all be one, just as you and I are one—as you 

are in me, Father, and I am in you. And may they be in us so that the world will believe 

you sent me. 

22 “I have given them the glory you gave me, so they may be one as we are one. 23 I am in 

them and you are in me. May they experience such perfect unity that the world will 

know that you sent me and that you love them as much as you love me. 24 Father, I 



want these whom you have given me to be with me where I am. Then they can see all the 

glory you gave me because you loved me even before the world began! 

25 “O righteous Father, the world doesn’t know you, but I do; and these disciples know you 

sent me. 26 I have revealed you to them, and I will continue to do so. Then your love for me 

will be in them, and I will be in them.” (John 17:20-26) 

I’ve always loved the idea of being in a band. There is something about bring different 

parts together in music that fascinates me. I remember clearly the first time my first 

band played with a real drummer. It was like we hadn’t realized that we could be that 

tight musically. It was a great feeling, and it always is, when you lock into a groove with 

other musicians and you just kind of read each other and know where to go collectively. 

I remember looking at my fellow musicians with a look of almost disbelief, that this 

actually sounded good as a whole.  

On our worship team, we sometimes have those moments as well. Of course we hope 

that we play and sing well all the time, because we are doing it for the glory of God, but 

sometimes it just comes together in a way that’s easy, that doesn’t require a lot of work, 

and you learn to enjoy those times.  

If you’ve ever been a part of a band, or a sports team, or any other collection of people 

that gelled well together, you’ll know what I’m talking about. Sometimes, there’s just 

something that clicks with a group of people and you know that it just functions the way 

it is supposed to. It’s a special thing, and sometimes it can be quite elusive, but when it 

happens, when you join with other people to do something that you can’t do 

independently, and it works out, that can give you an amazing feeling. You’re happy to 

be a part of it.  

A great example of this is the cell phone. The first cell phone I’d ever seen in person was 

in a leather bag. It was as big as a home phone, and the calls were expensive to make. 

This was around 1993. Summar and I got our first cell phone a decade later when we 

went on a youth ministry trip, figuring that it might be the easiest thing to do so that 

parents could get in touch with me. Two decades later, almost everyone has a cell 

phone, and very rarely if you have one do you leave it at home. We collectively have 

what is known as FOMO, or fear of missing out. Missing out on the next text or call or 

app, missing out on the next contact with the world outside, missing out on talking 

about our phones. We’re happy to be a part of the vast group of people that have a cell 

phone.  

So I wonder if the church ever gives people a case of FOMO. Do they ever look at the 

church and think, “boy I wish I was a part of that.” I think that sometimes people do feel 



that way about church, but I think more often than that they feel like it’s ok to miss out 

on it, because they think they know exactly what they’re missing out on. If you’re on the 

outside looking in, church can be a scary place, and I think we as Christians need to be 

honest about that. It can be intimidating to enter into a new group of unknown people. 

To us, church is hopefully uplifting and worth the time we put into it, but to new people 

it can be seen through an entirely different lens. The community that God has 

developed and called the church has been designed by God to have certain earmarks 

associated with it, certain behaviors that it engages in, and people on the outside of it 

have those same expectations of it being what the Bible said it should be, what we 

should be collectively. 

 

Jesus tells us, for example, that they will know we are Christians by our love (John 13:35). 

We are supposed to be known by the fruit that we produce that comes from the 

indwelling of the Holy Spirit (Galatians 5:22-23). There should not be any division among 

us (1 Cor. 1:10). I could go on and on with verses about how Christians should be, but 

you’ll notice from these and other passages that the behaviors are across the board for 

Christians, that we’re all supposed to do them, and do them collectively, which means 

unity is a big deal. We should be unified and work together as one unit, like a band or a 

team or any other group of people that has, at its core, a singular collective goal.  

But when we look around at the church as a whole, it’s not to hard to see division. And 

almost ever since the formation of the church, there have been heresies and differences 

of opinion, and separation. Note that Jesus’ prayer here is for perfect unity, that we stay 

together so that the world will know that He was sent by God.  

The problem is simple, as it always has been, and that is that we want what we want. We 

want it our way. When you couple this with the unfortunate truth that often people who 

are lost are just not as important to us as they should be, you see the problem is one of 

simple selfishness most of the time. My favorite story from my college years was hearing 

about a church that split because they couldn’t agree on the color of carpet in the 

sanctuary. I don’t know if its apocryphal or not, but I certainly can imagine it being true. 

After studying church history in college, and now being currently steeped in Lutheran 

history, it’s easy to see how division can occur as it has throughout the history of the 

church, and it’s easy to see how so much of it stems from wanting church our own way. 

Some division is good division. For example, the way Martin Luther felt that he had to 

part ways from the Catholic church over the doctrinal issues of the day, we would say 

was a good thing, because his goal was initially to get the church to not go against what 

the Bible says. And since Luther and the Catholic church of the day couldn’t find 

common ground, we have the Lutheran church.  



But so much division comes from an area of selfishness. It really does. And the funny 

thing is, church isn’t designed to please you or me. It was not established for our glory 

or our desire. It was established for our benefit. And clearly those are two different 

things. For example, when I’m on a diet, I don’t always desire to be on one. It’s not 

something I particularly enjoy at times. But it is for my benefit. There are all kinds of 

good things about dieting in the proper way.  

They say you have to work at a marriage, and I’d offer that Biblically, we are in a 

marriage. The church is the bride of Christ. Not to stretch the metaphor too far, but to 

simply understand, that we are in a relationship with Christ, and because of the nature 

of the church, we are in relationship with each other. It can’t be helped. We are to spur 

one another on to good works, encourage each other in our faith, and generally be a 

community devoted to Christ and his teachings. Living in community, however, can be 

tough. And it’s something you need to work at.  

Now I’m always careful to say that our work doesn’t get us saved when I talk about 

things like this. I’d never want to give the impression that it does. But our work does 

accomplish good things, like being a good witness. And one of the best witnesses, Jesus 

is saying, is to be unified. Not in a weird way, like everyone engaging in group think, or 

being in a cult, but rather, being unified in our love for God and our neighbor.  

Pastor Nygard uses the example of McDonald’s to talk about familiarity in church. He 

and I have discussed this a couple of times in our mentoring sessions. And I think it’s an 

apt comparison not only for people who go to church expecting certain traditions, but 

also expecting certain behaviors. After all, when you go to any McDonald’s you find the 

same menu items. There’s a comfort that we find in its sameness across the board. 

Likewise, there should be things that we are known for across the board. But when you 

ask the question, “what do Christians do”, or “what are Christians like?” what kind of 

answers do you get? It seems to depend on who you ask. If you ask Christians, they 

might be inclined to share with you the Christian ideal, much like Acts 2: “All the 

believers devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, and to fellowship, and to sharing in 

meals (including the Lord’s Supper[i]), and to prayer. 43 A deep sense of awe came over 

them all, and the apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders. 44 And all the 

believers met together in one place and shared everything they had. 45 They sold their 

property and possessions and shared the money with those in need. 46 They worshiped 

together at the Temple each day, met in homes for the Lord’s Supper, and shared their 

meals with great joy and generosity— 47 all the while praising God and enjoying the 

goodwill of all the people. And each day the Lord added to their fellowship those who were 

being saved.” 



It sounds like a group I’d like to be a part of if I was on the outside of it. They do nice 

things for people, they get along, and they do it all while praising God.  

But if you ask people outside of the church what a Christian is, you often get negative 

responses. I’ve heard people say things like, “The church only wants money” or “Church 

is boring” or “Those people are so judgmental”. And the crazy thing to me is that there 

is some validity to these comments. Not about every group of believers. Maybe not 

even about most groups of believers. But there are churches who seem to seem to fit 

the profile that those who stay away from church have created of churches. And so it’s 

no wonder that they stay away.  

If there is one thing that I’ve neglected in my prayer time, it’s a prayer for unity in the 

church. And, to be honest, I’ve neglected it because it seems so impossible. But when I 

read our gospel passage for today, I’m inclined to think that its entirely possible and 

plausible that the church can be unified. And I think it’s a big key to people coming to 

know Jesus Christ. The only problem is I have no clue where to start. And that, my 

friends, is actually good news. 

You see, when you don’t know what to do, when you’re absolutely powerless, that’s 

when God can work. The problem arises not when we don’t have power, but when we 

do. Because when we do, we think we can do it. But when we can’t do it, when we have 

no clue, God is looking at us and saying, “now there’s someone I can use”.  

So I wonder this morning if we have given up on unity, and if we have, then it’s time to 

revisit that. And not only revisit that, but pray for it. And not only pray for it, but seek it 

out. Events like the recent Pray Joliet event illustrate that there is power in unity. It 

shows that unifying under God and with his spirit does something that nothing else can 

do. So if Jesus wants us to be unified, which he clearly does, and if unity is attractional, 

meaning that it can bring people to want to know more about Jesus, why don’t we make 

a bigger deal out of it?  

As the psalmist writes, “how wonderful and pleasant it is when brothers live together in 

harmony!” And it is! When there is conflict within the body of Christ, it distracts us from 

the love that we are supposed to be known by. So I want to encourage you this morning 

to build bridges with your fellow brothers and sisters in Christ, not just in this building, 

but within other groups of believers as well. Let God lead us to do what leads to peace 

and mutual edification, as Paul writes in Romans. Above all, let us live in the unity of the 

good news of Jesus Christ. 

To close, I think it’s important to get down to the nuts and bolts of unity. How do we 

stay unified, and how do we support unity? Check out Paul’s words in Galatians 5: Those 



who belong to Christ Jesus have nailed the passions and desires of their sinful nature to 

his cross and crucified them there. 25 Since we are living by the Spirit, let us follow the 

Spirit’s leading in every part of our lives. 26 Let us not become conceited, or provoke one 

another, or be jealous of one another. “Let us follow the Spirit’s leading in every part of 

our lives.” What is the spirit telling you to do, versus what the flesh is telling you in your 

relationships? When it’s hard, when you don’t see eye to eye with someone else? Don’t 

provoke, says Paul, or be jealous, and the more we fix our eyes on the love of Jesus 

Christ, the harder it would be to do these things to fellow brothers and sisters. Not only 

that, but we’ve given up those desires by the grace and work of God, and should be 

allowing him to daily remove them from us. Above all, we have to remember that we are 

forgiven people, and forgiven people forgive. Forgiven people forgive. We rejoice in the 

forgiveness we have, and in that rejoicing, we find joy that transcends the differences we 

experience.  

It is clear that the early church has such joy. It is clear that their eyes were focused 

squarely on the awesome grace that Jesus had afforded them, and that they were free 

to not be bound their own desires. This is part of the good news, that we are free to not 

be tied up in the whims of our own wants. This frees us to desire good for others. And in 

that, we can experience the unity that only God can provide. In the name of Jesus, amen. 

 


