Believing Is Seeing #32

“The Unknown God (part 1)”

John 14:15-31

“Take out a sheet of paper and something to write with.”


Those words would strike terror in the hearts of students when I was in school.  It meant only one thing: pop quiz. If you hadn’t done your homework, it was about to become painfully obvious.


This morning, I would like to start with a pop quiz.  No paper, pen, or pencil is necessary—there won’t be a grade, either.  The subject is, “Where would you find this in the Bible?”

· The love chapter:

1 Corinthians 13

· Creation of universe:
Genesis 1

· Ten Commandments:
Exodus 20

· Spiritual gifts:

1 Corinthians 12-14

· The Holy Spirit:

???

Isn’t that strange?  We are familiar with so many subjects in the Bible, but when it comes to the Holy Spirit, many Christians aren’t all that familiar with where to find out about Him in the Scriptures.

Maybe it isn’t that strange, though.  A generation ago Paul Little wrote, “Of the three persons in the Godhead—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—the Holy Spirit seems to be the least known and understood today.”
  J. I. Packer laments, “The doctrine of the Holy Spirit is the Cinderella of Christian doctrines. Comparatively few seem to be interested in it.”

Michael Green takes it one step further:

The Christian Church has always had a good many professing members who know about as much about the Holy Spirit in their experience as those disciples at Ephesus who were asked by Paul, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” and replied, “No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit” (Acts 19:2).


Why is this so prevalent?  As with so many spiritual subjects, people tend to go to extremes—and neither is healthy.  Some (though not all) Pentecostals have emphasized the Holy Spirit almost above the Father and the Son, while others (probably in reaction) have avoided the topic altogether.  I have known some churches that will not sing hymns that exalt the Holy Spirit for fear of appearing charismatic.


Why is this so important?  Referring back to Little, “When we neglect Him, through ignorance or indifference, we insure spiritual poverty.”
  When the Holy Spirit is not understood and utilized, churches tend to be cold and lifeless, and Christians tend to live in defeat and discouragement.


  As we continue our study of the Gospel of John, we have arrived at what I believe is the most extensive treatment on the Holy Spirit anywhere in Scripture.  Jesus is speaking to His disciples on the night He was to be betrayed, and, from the middle of chapter fourteen through the middle of chapter sixteen, He speaks more about the Holy Spirit than we find anywhere else.  

I am entitling the next three messages “The Unknown God.”  We need a Scriptural, balanced view of the Holy Spirit, who is no less deity than the Father or the Son.  

Turn with me to John 14:16-17, where Jesus tells His disciples, 

I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with you forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be﻿ ﻿ in you.

Some of you may have the word “Comforter” in your Bible rather than “Counselor” in verse 16 (as well as verse 26).  The Greek word translated “Comforter” is parakletos and it is used only by John (14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7; 1 John 2:1). It literally means “called alongside to assist.”
  In my survey of English translations I found no less than eight possible renderings of this word: Comforter, Counselor, Helper, Intercessor, Advocate, Strengthener, Standby, Friend.  No one word seems to capture the full meaning of John’s term.  Perhaps the approach to take is given by Rodney Whitacre: “It is best to use the transliteration “Paraclete” and examine the Gospel itself to see how John uses the term.”
  We will consider three functions of the Holy Spirit from this text.
The Holy Spirit is our Companion


The first truth in this text is that the Holy Spirit is our Companion.  Jesus says in verses 17-18, “But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you. I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.”  One of the recurring themes throughout these chapters is that Jesus was about to leave the disciples.  He knew that the cross was coming, and that, before long, He would be back in Heaven.  He also knew how hard all of this would be for His disciples.  The important point made in this passage is that when Jesus goes away the Spirit will be with his followers. They will not be left without resource.
  


At times it seems that the Christian is all alone.  When we are surrounded by unbelievers who have a different set of values and a different perspective on life, we may feel outnumbered and isolated.  Loneliness sets in.  Satan comes along and whispers to us, “You don’t want to stand out, do you?  C’mon, everybody’s doing it!”


But the Christian is never truly alone. The Holy Spirit is our constant Companion.  When Jesus promised in Matthew 28:20, “I am with you always,” this is what He meant.  Jesus Himself was about to depart from them, and certainly the disciples would feel abandoned.  But the reality would be vastly different.  Warren Wiersbe writes,

The Holy Spirit abides in the believer. He is a gift from the Father in answer to the prayer of the Son. During His earthly ministry, Jesus had guided, guarded, and taught His disciples; but now He was going to leave them. The Spirit of God would come to them and dwell in them, taking the place of their Master. Jesus called the Spirit “another Comforter,” and the Greek word translated “another” means “another of the same kind.” The Spirit of God is not different from the Son of God, for both are God. The Spirit of God had dwelt with the disciples in the person of Jesus Christ. Now He would dwell in them.


The full significance of this indwelling will be seen in our next message, but Jesus emphasis right now is that the Holy Spirit would be their Companion at all times. Regardless of the surroundings, the Christian is never out of touch with his or her Lord.

The Holy Spirit is our Counselor


The second truth is that the Holy Spirit is our Counselor.  This is the rendition of most of the modern translations for this verse.  

“Counselor” is a word we use in a variety of ways in our culture.  We have camp counselors, guidance counselors, marriage counselors…the list seems endless.  Is this what Jesus meant?


Earlier I mentioned that the Greek term literally meant “called alongside to assist.”  In that society, the word meant a friend, especially a legal friend.
  A few translations have the word “Advocate” here (as well as in 1 John 2:1, referring to Jesus), and this gives the sense of a legal representative in court.


Being alone in general can be uncomfortable; being alone in a courtroom can be downright terrifying.  Regardless of how innocent or how right you may be, there is something unnerving about being before a judge.  In times like these, you want someone there who knows the law and who can look out for your best interests.  That is the sense of the word here.


We might not fully appreciate the magnitude of this meaning, since we do not live in a society where we can be arrested and tried for being a Christian.  But the days were coming for those early believers where this would be the case.  They would need an Advocate on their side in the hostile courtroom.


Jesus predicted this would be the case.  We read in Matthew 10:17-20,

Be on your guard against men; they will hand you over to the local councils and flog you in their synagogues. On my account you will be brought before governors and kings as witnesses to them and to the Gentiles. But when they arrest you, do not worry about what to say or how to say it. At that time you will be given what to say, for it will not be you speaking, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you. 


Jesus said much the same thing in John 14:26, “But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.”  

The first fulfillment of this is found in Acts chapters six and seven.  Stephen was one of the first deacons appointed by the early church.  He was falsely accused, arrested, and brought before the Sanhedrin.  The majority of chapter seven records Stephen’s brilliant defense under those circumstances.  Then we read in verses 54-56,

When they heard this, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at him. 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” [emphasis added].


We should be quick to note that having the Holy Spirit as our Counselor does not insure that we will always prevail on earth.  The remainder of Acts seven records that Stephen was dragged out of the courtroom and stoned to death.  But at no time did he renounce his faith or embarrass His Savior.  What appeared as a defeat on earth translated into an eternal victory in Heaven.

The Holy Spirit is our Comforter


Thirdly, the Holy Spirit is our Comforter.  I know that most commentators and translators have rejected this word to render the Greek parakletos, but there is a good reason why that word was originally chosen, and it fits well in this text.  In verse 27 Jesus says, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.” 


We’ve already considered why the hearts of Jesus’ disciples would be troubled.  Here (and elsewhere through this larger context) the Lord speaks words of peace.  But where does this peace come from? The peace that Jesus gives is the natural result of the presence within people of the Holy Spirit of whom Jesus has been speaking.
  There is a definite connection between the two.

Shalom—the Hebrew term for “peace”—is a precious word to the Jewish people. It means much more than just the absence of war or distress. Shalom means wholeness, completeness, health, security, even prosperity in the best sense. When you are enjoying God’s peace, there is joy and contentment. But God’s peace is not like the “peace” that the world offers,
 for the world’s peace is dependent upon one’s circumstances.  
It is in this context that the Holy Spirit is our Comforter.  He brings us peace when the circumstances would not seem to warrant peace.  He brings us comfort in the original sense of the word.  As Wiersbe points out,

Our English word comfort comes from two Latin words meaning “with strength.” We usually think of “comfort” as soothing someone, consoling him or her; and to some extent this is true. But true comfort strengthens us to face life bravely and keep on going.

This is no wimpy word; it is a statement of strength.  No “pie-in-the-sky, sweet-by-and-by” here.  Or, as Donald Grey Barnhouse puts it, 

A Comforter is not a downy quilt that you pull up on a cold night. A Comforter is a ramrod down your backbone to make you stand for the truth; to make you take the right side, even though it’s the minori​ty side. The Comforter gives you strength to stand up in face of something that is vile and evil.

The Holy Spirit is our Companion, in that His presence is always with us, even when we feel all alone.  He is our Counselor, giving us just the right words at just the right time.  And He is our Comforter, giving us strength and stability when our world seems to be tipping upside down.

Jesus knew that His disciples would need all of this in the difficult days ahead of them.  He knows that we need all of this for the difficult days ahead of us as well.

Our Proper Response
Do we honor the Holy Spirit by recognizing and relying on his work? Or do we slight him by ignoring it, and thereby dishonor not merely the Spirit but the Lord who sent him?
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