JESUS TEACHES THE WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

John 16:1-33

Key Verse: 16:13a
“But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth.”
Jesus finished all his teachings at the Last Supper in the previous chapter. He caps them by his teaching on the work of the Holy Spirit in this chapter. He meant to protect his own from going astray. The Spirit will guide them into all truth for the same reason.
Jesus predicts that his own could go astray. That prediction is alarming. Jesus intends to protect them by his teaching. It seems to be a passive measure against the threat. What burdens us even more is that the Spirit who would succeed Jesus wouldn’t provide any more positive reinforcements than Jesus did. The Spirit will guide them into all truth in the contest. We wish for some other promises such as the Spirit knocking out all our enemies or eliminating all those threats. But Jesus doesn’t promise any such future. 

We wonder if he cares. Why does he leave his own in danger if he knew they could go astray? We wonder if he was helpless himself in preventing the coming danger. Didn’t they learn the biblical truth enough? They seemed in need of rather practical matters such as the means for survival. Why is the grand promise of the Spirit just for guiding them into all truth? What then is after that? Ultimately, what is all truth? What in the world is their business being guided into all truth? What does it matter? His soothing words do not answer our frustration easily. We will listen to him carefully. Actually we have no other choice because we acknowledge that the threat is real today as was in the time of the disciples. Let’s calm down and listen to him.

I.  But when the Spirit of truth comes (1-15)

Look at verse 1. “All this I have told you so that you will not go astray.” What had Jesus told the disciples? He told them in chapter 13 to wash one another’s feet. He meant bearing the weakness of one another as well as the failings due to the weakness. In that love relationship, they would help each other to participate in the suffering of Christ Jesus as his apostles with no one left behind. He declared in chapter 14, “I am the way and the truth and the life.” He meant all the bucks stop at him. He said in chapter 15, “I am the true vine.” He meant they are organically related to him just as the branches are to the vine. He will nourish them and make them fruitful. 

For what purpose did he tell them all those teachings? He did to protect them from going astray. What did he mean by “go astray”? We learn what he means from the interpretation of one of his own in 1Peter 2:24. The Apostle said, “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.” When a person doesn’t die to his sins and so live according to what his nature directs him, he has gone astray. Jesus meant that his teaching would replace their instinct with which they were born. When the word of Jesus becomes the truth of their existence in place of where their nature dictated, they will not go astray.
How might the hostility against them cause the disciples to go astray? Jesus says in verse 2, “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.” The severity of their suffering would be unbearable. They would become outcasts from their society. That was unbearable for them who lived in the theocratic society. They would have no foothold for their survival. The closest example of our time can be that of a person living in an Islamic country who is converted into a Christian. But a worse blow would be that anyone who kills them will think he is offering a service to God. God had forbidden the shedding of the blood of Israelites. Now the killings would not only be justified but would be glorified as service to God. It means the disciples who believed that Jesus is the Messiah had to face the challenge of the 2-3000 years old and well established conviction of the God of Israel. If they were sure that they were right and the hostile people were wrong, that might be helpful for them to survive the persecution. On top of being deprived of the social relationship, they will be challenged inside, shaken up because their confidence in God’s calling could be threatened.
Why would those who would kill the disciples think they were offering a service to God? “They will do such things because they have not known the Father or me.” There is no remedy for the ignorance as such. In fact, this ignorance is a disguise for the utter hatred of God.  Didn’t Jesus himself suffer because of that ignorance? What was Jesus’ countermeasure? “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.” How could his warning be of help for them? We have no idea how his reminder is of help for them. At the end of his words, we find some clue that the reminder would be the experience of his presence with them. Just as he met the hatred and the insult of God by himself, he will continually bear the burden by himself by presenting his truth to the minds of his own. Just as they saw the humiliation of Jesus their Lord and Master at the hands of the ignorant while he was with them, they would see the humiliation of Jesus in their own minds as he appeals to them with the reminder of his teaching in their hearts. Jesus is not going to demand the disciples or manipulate them to suffer for his name. He will suffer in them for their salvation. Jesus’ humility is unmatched by anyone or anything.

What was Jesus doing when he knew that the time of his disciples’ persecution was coming?   “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.”  He was going back to God who sent him. Just as his coming was God’s will so was his departure. Jesus reveals here an amazing new reality to us by his coming, that is, the presence of God. That will never change. He knew that the disciples were filled with grief at hearing the news of his departure. But he did not rebuke the little children or their childishness or blindness which is due to their selfishness. Instead, he spoke the truth to them. Praise the Lord, indeed! Speak to us the truth, Lord. That will be our salvation! “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.” 

Why was it to the disciples' advantage that Jesus was going away and the Counselor was coming? The advantage is two-fold. The first would be convicting the world of guilt. That will be the initial work of the Holy Spirit. “When he comes, he will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment.” Jesus explains the guilty verdict on each of the three accounts one by one in verses 9-11. “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.”  The world is guilty of sin because men do not believe in Christ Jesus. The word “sin” is always unclear to us. But we can understand this word in a simple way by considering it as a verb versus as a noun. As a verb, “sin” means transgress. For example, if you violate one of the Ten Commandments then you sin. From this aspect of understanding sin as a verb, there are two kinds of sin. If you violate one of the Ten Commandments then that sin is unforgivable. But if, for example, one of the Israelites collected a little bit more manna than was allowed, that was a forgivable sin. That is how most of our contemporaries think of sin. What makes the word” sin” serious in the Bible is when it is treated as a noun. For example, when you commit adultery, there comes a mutation in your existential truth. You become one with the person you sleep with. When married, two become one and so if one of them commits adultery then the oneness is mutated into something else. It is the act of murder and direct assault against God to destroy both God and his creation. But until Jesus came, the sin matter seemed a legal issue. There seemed still some leeway. Here, Jesus teaches that there is no more excuse. Since his coming, everything about sin or sinning has been summed up into one: men do not believe in him. No tears, no regrets, no excuses will undo sin. In every sin and sinning you are nailing the Son of God on the cross, and the nail is your hatred of him.
The world is guilty in regard to righteousness for the same reason. St. Paul crossed the line when he was persecuting Jesus and his people in his ignorance. He did not hesitate even to kill people who followed Jesus because he believed there is no righteousness in Jesus and in his teaching. He could oppose Jesus because he believed what he learned in the Jewish teaching. Then he learned that Jesus went back to God the Father when he was crucified. Paul learned this when the risen Lord appeared to him. He learned what righteousness was not only in Jesus’ appearing but especially in his appointment as the herald of the good news which he was persecuting. He saw that the righteousness in the Lord Jesus couldn’t be removed or deleted. In the forgiveness of his sins and appointing him to be the herald, Paul saw the absolute righteousness, the righteousness of God. Since then, the person Paul disappeared and Jesus became the righteousness. Perhaps he called himself Paul, meaning a little person, because he saw that his humanity did not completely go away. In his epistles of later years, such as Philippians, we notice that Paul sounds just like Jesus. We can hardly see him in his later writings.  Here, Jesus teaches that the world which is operating on the basis of what is perceived by senses is guilty in regard to righteousness for the righteousness is the righteousness of God, the invisible, and yet has come to us, knowable by Jesus Christ.
In regard to judgment, Jesus declares himself to be the sole ruler. The prince of this world, whatever that may mean, whether it is the power of sin or death, and all its militias are condemned, being guilty of rebellion when Jesus revealed his glory in his coming; in his return to the Father by the death on the cross and in his resurrection by the Spirit of power.
Do you see thus far why the coming of the Counselor is good for the disciples? We agree that the coming of the Counselor will be good for God’s business and for Jesus. The only good thing for the disciples seems to be that the world wouldn’t appear as good to them when they listened to the counseling of the Spirit. How could being deprived of everything be beneficial to the disciples? In verses 12-15, Jesus describes the bigger picture of the work of the Holy Spirit and it is here that we find the benefit. “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.”
Here, Jesus addresses the Counselor as the Spirit of truth. What will the Spirit of truth do for the disciples? He will guide them into all truth. What is “all truth”? We need a little bit of research to understand his teaching. So, I consulted with the Bible Dictionary to learn what truth is. The following is a copy of what I read in the Dictionary:  Truth, like its relation knowledge, is used in the Scriptures, the Old Testament, in two senses: 1. the intellectual, of facts which may be ascertained to be true or false (Dt 17:4; 1 Ki 10:6); 2. far more commonly, the existential and moral, of truth as the attribute of a person. The Scriptures, the Old Testament, thinks much more of the basis of truth in a reliable person than of the mere facts of the case. This reliability is basically an attribute of God (Ps 31:5; Je 10:10), whose truth ‘reaches to the skies’ (Ps 108:4), and who keeps truth ‘forever’ (Ps 146:6). He is true, i.e. consistent, both in his loving care for his children (Ge 32:9) and in his implacable hostility against sin (Ps 54:5). The usage of the word truth in the New Testament can be distinguished in three broad senses, and often they may overlap.  1. Dependability, truthfulness, uprightness of character. 2. Truth in the absolute sense of that which is real and complete as opposed to what is false and wanting. We find the example in John 14:6 where Jesus claims that he the truth personified, “I am the truth.” He mediates the truth (Jn 1:17) and the Holy Spirit leads men into it as we learn in today’s passage, John 16:13). 3. The word sometimes carries the ‘Platonic’ sense of something real as opposed to mere appearance or copy. We find the example in John 6:32, 35 where Jesus declares himself to be ‘the true bread’ and in 15:1, ‘the true vine.’ 

My research is consistent with what Jesus explains in the following verses.  The Spirit of truth will make Jesus’ teaching come to life. In other words, Jesus’ teaching will appear to his disciples as the Word. Jesus’ teaching will no more be something for them to think about intellectually. They will be transported into God’s presence, where God the Son and God the Father are one and they are one with them as they listen to Jesus’ teaching. We learn two things here. First, Jesus speaks a foreign language and we should learn his language. In our last Summer conference, I felt like the Hong Kong representative was arguing and shouting all the time. Shepherd Jonas Chen told me that is their accent. Then I realized that this servant was speaking of God’s work in all sincerity and reverence. We need to drop our guard and listen to Jesus by the help of the Spirit. Of course, we do not feel or understand what he says until we know his language. If we feel something, it is misguided. Most of all, the fact that we are given the privilege to listen to the Word means we are invited into God’s presence. We should pray that we may heed his words. Second, we will learn in Jesus’ teaching of the things yet to come. That means we will live the present, the future and the past all at one. Instead of being manipulated by past memories, the present situation as we perceive it, or anxiety because of the unknown future, Jesus’ words will be the eternal truth in which we abide. We abide in the love of God that is revealed in Jesus’ gospel and we know no harm.

Why does the question about truth matter? That is what the Spirit of Jesus leads us into, and I realized at reading verse 13 that truth is a far cry from my daily existence, if there is any association with it. I am numb to it and just fine without it. Where am I? Who am I? What am I doing? What am I if I am so far removed from truth and have no sense of reality? Save me! That is where I was at the beginning of the study of this passage and I see that I am still there in my conscience. But as I followed Jesus’ teaching in verses 8-15, I became conscious of the other reality. In fact, the teaching helps me to recognize the illusion of what I have taken as reality so far.
We should be careful, however, that we may not escape into a fantasy world. We should remember that Jesus is speaking of the fantastic, however, true reality in the backdrop of the prediction of the disciples’ unbearable persecution. Then we understand that Jesus did not abandon them in the misery. That was God’s calling of them in his good will. We see that in the words of Jesus that he was going back to God who sent him. The world is certainly more than what the disciples could handle. But the Spirit of truth will guide them into all truth. That will be the sufficient grace. That will be their salvation. What does Jesus refer to with the words “all truth”? Why is the coming of the Spirit good for those who belong to Jesus Christ? Is the coming of the Spirit more than compensating for the suffering of the disciples and if so, why? What does the existential truth that the knowledge, which is beyond human capacity, has come to us by the Spirit of truth tell you? As you meet those inevitable and challenging questions by coming to and listening to the words of Jesus, heaven will come and all will be well. 
II.  After a little while (16-33)

In verse 16, Jesus summarizes what he had said in the previous verses in the simple term of “a little while.” He says, 6“In a little while you will see me no more, and then after a little while you will see me.” Not surprisingly the disciples were confused. Verses 17-18 illustrate their reaction. Some of his disciples said to one another, “What does he mean by saying, ‘In a little while you will see me no more, and then after a little while you will see me,’ and ‘Because I am going to the Father’?” They kept asking, “What does he mean by ‘a little while’? We don't understand what he is saying.”
Look at verses 19-20. Jesus saw that they wanted to ask him about this, so he said to them, “Are you asking one another what I meant when I said, ‘In a little while you will see me no more, and then after a little while you will see me’? I tell you the truth, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices. You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy.” What did he mean? According to Jesus’ explanation in verse 20, he means their weeping, mourning and grief will turn into joy. By using the expression “a little while”, Jesus invites them into what he revealed in his life with them. He was sorrowful yet he was full of joy. He was poor yet he was rich to make everyone around him rich. I recommend that you read 2 Corinthians 4:1-18 to learn from St. Paul what Jesus means here. The apostle describes the gospel of Jesus as the treasure in jars of clay, that is our body. “But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us…Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting way, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.”
Jesus illustrates the same truth in the analogy of the experience of a mother giving birth in verses 21-22. “A woman giving birth to a child has pain because her time has come; but when her baby is born she forgets the anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the world. So with you: Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy.” Does Jesus disregard their suffering which he predicted in his teaching? He doesn’t. Rather, he promises to come to them. He will suffer with them. They will know his suffering in the Spirit with groans that words can not express. In other words, in the midst of suffering, they will enjoy the fellowship with Christ Jesus, our wonderful Lord. What kind of joy is he talking about? The closest thing will be the joy of the mother who suffers pregnancy. Is she suffering? Certainly. Does she have joy which the husband can never understand? Definitely. So is the joy of a believer. What do you learn about the truth of our existence in the teaching that “after a little while” they will “rejoice”? We learn to appreciate the gift of the gospel as St. Paul expressed in 2Corinthians 4: the treasure given in this jar of clay. We learn to appreciate the grace knowing that we all are pregnant with the gospel.
In verses 23-28, Jesus switches the topic from their existential truth to “that day.”  We learn in this section the truth of yet come. We should learn to see the future, to be more precise, to see eternity. What day is “that day” in light of verses 16-22? “In that day you will no longer ask me anything. I tell you the truth, my Father will give you whatever you ask in my name. Until now you have not asked for anything in my name. Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete.” That day will be the day when the Counselor, the Spirit of truth, guides us to all truth, when we will abide in the truth, when we will no long think according to the flesh. What privilege would be given to the disciples that day? The promise is unlimited. What do you know about the truth of the unlimited promise in verses 23, 24? Frankly, we are always suspicious about the unlimited promise. So we either rationalize the promise in many different ways or simply laugh at that. But we should learn in the word “complete” that the unlimited promise is true. St. Paul expressed the same truth in 1 Corinthians 3:21-23 this way: “All things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the future—all are yours, and you are of Christ, and Christ is of God.” The unlimited promise is that you are of God, in God through Christ and one with God the Father and the Son. Just as Jesus’ departure was him going back to the Father who sent him, nothing is lost in the one who is in Christ Jesus.
Jesus describes the truth of “that day” further in verse 25. “Though I have been speaking figuratively, a time is coming when I will no longer use this kind of language but will tell you plainly about my Father.”  What will happen “that day” in their relationship to the Father through Jesus Christ? “In that day you will ask in my name. I am not saying that I will ask the Father on your behalf. No, the Father himself loves you because you have loved me and have believed that I came from God. I came from the Father and entered the world; now I am leaving the world and going back to the Father.”  That day will be the day of them abiding in the love of God.

Look at verses 29-33. Then Jesus' disciples said, “Now you are speaking clearly and without figures of speech. Now we can see that you know all things and that you do not even need to have anyone ask you questions. This makes us believe that you came from God.” What did Jesus say at hearing their confession? “You believe at last!” Jesus answered.  Jesus was happy. He achieved what he intended. But he still had something more to say. What did he predict would happen to his disciples who now believed? He said in verse 32, “But a time is coming, and has come, when you will be scattered, each to his own home. You will leave me all alone. Yet I am not alone, for my Father is with me.” What would be testified when they left Jesus alone? Jesus is testified as I AM. Let’s read the beautiful and wonderful revelation again. “But a time is coming, and has come, when you will be scattered, each to his own home. You will leave me all alone. Yet I am not alone, for my Father is with me.”
Of what benefit to the disciples would the testimony of Jesus being not alone when he was abandoned by everyone be according to verse 33? “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” Jesus replaced the world, Jesus who is “I AM.” We immigrated to this promised land when the gospel rang in our ears. We have to learn to live by faith in the counsel of the Spirit. We should learn to take courage to abide in the truth by the help of the Spirit of truth. We need courage because we are persuaded by our own nature to not abide in the Spirit. We praise the Lord Jesus who has transplanted us in God the Unshakeable, in God the consuming fire. All the shakable things will be demolished. All perishable things will burn and only the faith which is more precious than the refined gold in fire will remain. In Jesus we are.
