Believing Is Seeing #34

“The Unknown God (part 3)”

John 16:1-16
This past week the Summer Olympics began in Beijing, China.  It may happen only once every four years, but for two weeks many will be captivated by swimming, gymnastics, track and field, and other sporting events that barely get noticed otherwise.

Olympic sports can be categorized under two headings: those measured objectively—either measured by time or by points scored—and those measured subjectively—by the evaluation of judges.  When I was growing up, the latter category proved to be frustrating—particularly when it seemed the judges from Soviet bloc nations seemed prejudiced against American athletes. 

These days, though, the kind of judges making headlines are more often the kind found in courtrooms, as revelations of illegal doping have cast a pall over the world of sports.  Any more the results of a competition are not official until the drug tests have been run!

I mention this today because we find another kind of judge in our text today.  As we continue our study of John’s gospel, we have come to the sixteenth chapter, where Jesus continues to teach His disciples about the person and work of the Holy Spirit.  In these verses, we discover an element of the Spirit’s work that we have become all too familiar with in our own culture.

The Predicted Wrath of Society


Let’s first consider the words of Jesus recorded in John 16:1-4,

All this I have told you so that you will not go astray. They will put you out of the synagogue; in fact, a time is coming when anyone who kills you will think he is offering a service to God. They will do such things because they have not known the Father or me. I have told you this, so that when the time comes you will remember that I warned you. I did not tell you this at first because I was with you.

Jesus warns His followers that they would face opposition.  This is not the first instance of the predicted wrath of society against Christians.  But, as Leon Morris writes,

The work of the Holy Spirit in the church is done in the context of persecution. The Spirit is not a guide and a helper for those on a straight way perfectly able to manage on their own. He comes to assist people caught up in the thick of battle and tried beyond their strength. Jesus makes it quite plain that the way before his followers is a hard and difficult way.


Within months of Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension to Heaven, these words would ring painfully true for the disciples.  They were indeed “put out of the synagogue”—meaning they were excommunicated.  As I have mentioned before, this meant more to them that it even would for us.  Not only were they excluded from their places of worship, but, for the ancient Jew, their whole life was based on their religion.  They were cut off socially and economically as well as spiritually.


Furthermore, the early Christians would face violence directed at them.  The book of Acts records how they were flogged by the Jewish authorities and ultimately some were put to death.  Jesus predicts that “anyone who kills you will think he is offering a service to God.”  Certainly this was true of Saul of Tarsus, who in his religious zeal supported the martyrdom of Stephen and then went himself to arrest Christians and put them to death.  Rodney Whitacre points out,
The word service (latreia) refers to religious service. A later Jewish text says, “if a man sheds the blood of the wicked it is as though he had offered a sacrifice” (Midrash Rabbah on Num 21:3; cf. b. Sanhedrin 9:6).


We tend to equate “religious radicalism” with extreme Muslims who do not hesitate to kill those who do not agree with them.  In fact, violence in the name of religion has stained the pages of history by the hands of many religions—including those who claimed to follow Christ.  

William Tyndale lived in England in the 1500s, and was the first to translate the Scriptures from the original languages into English.  You would think that such an achievement would bring accolades and applause, but instead he was hunted down as a heretic.  Yet he did not act surprised; rather he said calmly: “﻿I never expected anything else.﻿”
 He was eventually put to death for his efforts.

It may be difficult in America to appreciate the predicted wrath of society against the church.  We may be tempted to relegate such persecution to the ancient world.  Yet,

Martyrdom for Christ…is not confined to the first century. Indeed, by any estimate the supreme century of the martyrs for Jesus has been our own one. It is estimated that in the twentieth century to date somewhere in the region of 26 million Christians have lost their lives for Christ’s sake, in places like China, the Soviet bloc, Cambodia, Mozambique, Angola, Ethiopia and Uganda.﻿ ﻿ Faced with Jesus’ teaching and these contemporary realities, those who profess Christ’s name in the comfortable West need to hear the words of Yugoslavian evangelical leader Peter Kusmic. ‘So much popular Western evangelical religiosity is so shallow and selfish. It promises so much and demands so little. It offers success, personal happiness, peace of mind, material prosperity; but it hardly speaks of repentance, sacrifice, self-denial, holy lifestyle and willingness to die for Christ.’﻿﻿ …Following Jesus is not a game.

The Prosecutorial Words of the Spirit


It is in this setting that Jesus again addresses the ministry of the Holy Spirit.  He says in verses 5-11,

Now I am going to him who sent me, yet none of you asks me, “Where are you going?” Because I have said these things, you are filled with grief. But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you. When he comes, he will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment: in regard to sin, because men do not believe in me; in regard to righteousness, because I am going to the Father, where you can see me no longer; and in regard to judgment, because the prince of this world now stands condemned.


Once again Jesus uses the term “Counselor” (Greek paraclete) to describe the Spirit and His efforts.  We have seen that the word translated “Counselor” is a word with legal implications. Normally it denotes a person whose activities are in favor of the defendant, but here the meaning is that the Spirit will act as prosecutor and bring about the world’s conviction. This involves a threefold activity that is further developed in the succeeding verses [“he will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment”]. Apart from the Holy Spirit people do not really know the truth about sin or righ​teousness or judgment.


Some commentators liken the prosecutorial words of the Spirit to an attorney who argues for the defendant’s guilt. The King James Version uses the word “reprove” for the Greek term elencho, but that is not strong enough.  Merrill Tenney goes on to note,

The word is a legal term that means to pronounce a judicial verdict by which the guilt of the culprit at the bar of justice is defined and fixed. The Spirit does not merely accuse men of sin, he brings to them an inescapable sense of guilt so that they realize their shame and helplessness before God.

The Holy Spirit, then, acts more as a Judge than merely a Prosecutor.  But His goal is not the final verdict and sentence on the sinner; His work is to bring the guilty to repentance.

He does so by convicting the unbeliever of “sin.”  By this Jesus is not speaking of the voice of conscience that whispers every time a person does something wrong.  Here He is speaking of sin in its very essence.  Tenney writes, “The essence of sin is unbelief, which is not simply a casual incredulity nor a difference of opinion; rather, it is a total rejection of God's messenger and message.”
  That is the meaning here.
The Spirit also convicts the world of “righteousness.”  This is in obvious contrast to sin, as a pure white dot on a black background would stand out. But the Greek word righteousness (dikaiosyne) probably includes its sense of “justice,”
 which would explain why Jesus said in verse 10, “…because I am going to the Father.”  The Jewish leaders were about to put Jesus to death as a heretic; the fact that Jesus would rise again and ascend into Heaven proves that they were wrong and He had been right all along.  Jesus was about to experience the greatest injustice in human history; His resurrection and ascension would right that injustice.

This found fulfillment early in the life of the church as well.  When Stephen was on trial before the same Sanhedrin that condemned Jesus, we read in Acts 7:55-56,

But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. “Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.”

Saul of Tarsus would also come face to face with the risen, exalted Christ.  On his way to Damascus to persecute more Christians, Saul was struck down by a blinding light.  The voice he heard was none other than Jesus—the very One Saul believed to be a false Messiah.  The Spirit convicted him of the righteousness of Jesus’ claims.

Finally, the Spirit speaks of “judgment.”  Here the sense is the judgment of Satan himself, who would be emphatically defeated at the cross.  I’m sure Satan thought he had won the cosmic battle between himself and God when Jesus was crucified, but in fact that sealed his doom.  Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 2:8, “None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.” 

Satan is still active today (no, I do not believe he is presently bound in chains in the bottomless pit!), but his ultimate fate is sealed.  He has lost the war, even though some battles still rage.  The Holy Spirit reiterates that defeat to both Christian and unbeliever alike.

The Progressive Work for the Saints


Finally, Jesus speaks of the progressive work for the saints in verses 12-15,

I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear. But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come. He will bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you. All that belongs to the Father is mine. That is why I said the Spirit will take from what is mine and make it known to you.


Think back over the past ten or fifteen years 
in your life.  If someone had told you in advance what you would experience over that period of time, how would you have responded?  You’d probably have had a heart attack or a nervous breakdown!  


In the same way, God does not dump everything there is to know on us all at once.  Jesus told His disciples, “I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear.”  He knew that they could only comprehend so much at one time.  But part of the ministry of the Holy Spirit is what I am calling the progressive work for the saints.  He will guide us into God’s truth as we are able to handle it and as we need it.


Scholars speak of “progressive revelation” with Scripture.  God did not reveal everything about Himself and our universe all at once.  For example, the truth about Satan developed throughout the Old Testament era, as did the truth of life after death.  I’m not suggesting that Satan did not exist before or that the afterlife is some late invention of Jewish minds, but that God revealed the truth over time—progressively.


The same can be said here on a personal level.  The longer we live as Christians, the more insight we gain in the Scriptures.  We may read a passage today that we’ve known for years, but suddenly it makes sense like it never did before!  That is the work of the Spirit in our lives.


We must be careful not to misunderstand this aspect of the Spirit’s work, though:

Jesus’ promise is not of new revelation but of insight into the one revelation found in him. Throughout the history of the church, leaders within the church as well as groups on the fringes of Christianity have appealed to this passage to justify new teachings. Any such new teaching must, however, be true to the revelation received in Jesus.


I am always nervous when I hear someone proclaim, “I’ve had a revelation from God!”  We don’t need new revelations from God; we have His complete revelation in the pages of Scripture.  But the Holy Spirit takes that revelation and opens our eyes and our minds to it.  Technically speaking, the word “inspired” speaks of how God revealed the Scriptures; what the Spirit does today may better be termed “illumination,” as He sheds light on the truth already revealed.


And so we see more of the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives. As a result of these last three studies, I hope He is less of “the Unknown God” to us than before.


I also hope that we realize that the work of the Spirit is not just for theological discussion or the experience of some “super-saints” (of which none exist).  The Spirit works in us and through us right in the midst of battle.  As Chuck Swindoll concludes,

If those words mean anything, they provide straight talk about life minus a cushy comfort zone. We won’t be sheltered from life’s blows. Settle it in your mind once for all: Christians are not supernaturally pro​tected from the blasts, the horrors, the aches, or the pains of living on this globe. Christians can be unfairly treated, assaulted, robbed, raped, and murdered. We can suffer financial reversals, we can be taken advan​tage of, abused, neglected, and divorced by uncaring mates. Then how can we expect to be joyful, unlike those around us? Because He promises that deep within He will give us peace…an unexplainable, illogical inner peace.

That can only come through the presence and work of God the Holy Spirit in our lives.  Is He present and actively working in you?

�Leon Morris, The Gospel According to St. John, revised edition (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, ©1995).


�Rodney A. Whitacre, IVP New Testament Commentary Series: John (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1999).


�William Barclay, The Gospel of John: Volume 2 (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 2000, ©1975).


�Bruce Milne, The Message of John: Here Is Your King! (Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, ©1993)


�Morris, op. cit.


�Merrill C. Tenney, Expositor’s Bible Commentary: John (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing Company, ©1976, 1992).


�Whitacre, op. cit.


�Merrill C. Tenney, Expositor’s Bible Commentary: John (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing Company, ©1976, 1992).


�Whitacre, op. cit.


�Whitacre, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Laugh Again (Dallas: Word Books, ©1992, 1995).





