THE ADVOCATE
John 15:26-16:33

[SLIDE: TITLE]

If you found the Scripture reading a little difficult to follow this morning, you are not alone! Some of what Jesus says in this section of John seems straightforward and clear, but a lot of what he says can be confusing. 

When I was preparing for this morning’s message, I asked my husband Ben to read the Scripture passage out loud for me, so I could hear how somebody else would go through it.  After reading one particularly jumbled section, he stopped and went, “Huh? I don’t get it. That’s confusing.” Then he went on to read the next verse, which was Jesus’ disciples also going, “Huh? What does Jesus mean??? We don’t understand what he’s saying.”

So, just know that, if you’re someone who, whenever you read the Bible, you’re thinking “I don’t get it. I don’t know why people like this stuff. This makes no sense to me.” That is a normal reaction to have.  It’s not that you aren’t smart enough to understand the Bible; it’s not that the Bible is only for super spiritual people. It’s just the reality that God is much bigger than us, and so even though he works through his Word to help us know him better, we aren’t always going to understand what he’s saying the first time through. 

So if you’ve been following along in this sermon series on John, you’ll recall that Jesus has been speaking to his disciples for several chapters now in a row. One of the unique features of this gospel, compared to the gospels of Matthew, Mark, or Luke, is there’s a lot of focus on teaching and on conversation, and so we get some very long sections of Jesus just talking to other people. If your Bible highlights Jesus’ words with red letters, you’ll see that chapters 13 through 17 in John are almost completely red. 

These chapters of Scripture are sometimes called the “Farewell Discourse”, as Jesus gives a lot of final teaching to his disciples before his crucifixion. It’s also been called the Mandatum, which is a Latin word meaning “mandate”, because in these chapters, Jesus provides his disciples with a new mandate about how they should live. If you’ve ever seen the holiday “Maundy Thursday” on the calendar during Easter Week, that’s where the name comes from, from this idea of receiving a new mandate from Jesus right before his crucifixion. 

So this is a section of Scripture which is similar to the farewell speech once given by Moses to the nation of Israel, many years before, when Moses prepared the people for HIS death, entrusting them to be guided by God and by the teachings Moses had given them, but without having Moses’ continued physical presence. 

In the same way, in this section of John, Jesus has been preparing his disciples for HIS departure. He is getting them ready to follow God the way he taught them, but without his physical presence. He has been telling them over and over, “I am going away. I am going to prepare a place for you. I will be with you for only a little while longer. In a little while, you aren’t going to see me anymore.”

And the disciples are hearing this said over and over, but it just doesn’t compute. Because how can it be that Jesus would be leaving them? He’s the Messiah! The work of the Messiah had hardly begun! 

And so in chapter 14, one of Jesus’ disciples asks, “Lord, why do you intend to show yourself to us and not to the world?” Why would you leave things in a state of affairs where we believe in you, but the whole world doesn’t know who you are? Why would you only impact us? The Messiah is supposed to seriously change things! He’s supposed to bring the whole earth to account! That certainly hadn’t happened yet, and so it simply does not make sense to Jesus’ disciples that he would be wrapping up his work.

Yet Jesus is adamant that he’s not wrapping up his work. It’s just that it’s going to continue in a different form.

[SLIDE: CHAPTER 14 TEXT]

In John chapter 14, Jesus says to them, “I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate to help you and be with you forever, the Spirit of truth... I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you… All this I have spoken while still with you. But the Advocate, 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.” 

So Jesus says he is leaving… but he also says he’s not. He’s going away in one sense, in the physical sense his disciples have known him, but he’s coming back to them in another. He isn’t abandoning them. 
He tells his disciples, “I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.” He is going to send them his Holy Spirit, to remind them of everything he did and taught, and through the Holy Spirit, the work of Jesus will continue.

For us today, we take it for granted that following Jesus means believing in someone we haven’t ever seen with our eyes. We understand that Jesus left, and while we believe he will return physically one day, we have all experienced our relationships with God through the work of the Holy Spirit. We are products of the Holy Spirit leading people to know Jesus. 

And so while we know stories of how the Spirit has been active in our world for the last two thousand years, the disciples did not have that kind of vision for the future. These chapters of John are the part of their story when Jesus tries to tell them that ministering through the Holy Spirit is a big part of his plan for the world.

[SLIDE: BLACK]

And so if you’d like, you are welcome to open your Bible or your Bible app to John chapter 16 and follow along as we take a closer look at some of these verses that were read for us earlier, in which Jesus explains what his disciples are going to face after his death and resurrection. 

What walking with him is going to look like when he’s not literally walking there. He’s getting their brains to just start imagining a future where he is not physically beside them, but they are still very much carrying out his ministry. 
[SLIDE: CHAPTER 16 TEXT]

So in John 16 verse 1, Jesus says, “All this I have told you so that you will not fall away. They will put you out of the synagogue; in fact, the time is coming when anyone who kills you will think they are offering a service to God… I have told you this, so that when their time comes you will remember that I warned you about them.” 

Now, an interesting dynamic that we have with the gospel of John is that the apostle John wrote much later than the rest of the New Testament authors did. There are different scholarly views on exactly when and how his gospel was penned, but most scholars believe it wasn’t written any earlier than about 90 AD, which is at least sixty years after Jesus’ death and resurrection. 

And so while the disciples in these chapters are hearing Jesus tell them what their future is, the first audience who read or listened to the gospel of John was listening to Jesus describe their present reality, and their past experiences. They know exactly what Jesus is talking about here because they have already lived it.

So Jesus tells his disciples that they are going to be cast out of their synagogues, their faith communities for being faithful to him. Some of them will even be killed. They can expect to be treated the same way that Jesus was. 

And in that moment, you can imagine the disciples thinking, “Why would you tell us this? And why would you say that you’re telling us this in order to help us? How is this information, that we’re going to die, possibly helpful or comforting?” 
But to the first Christians reading or hearing these words of John’s gospel, many years after the fact, this is very  reassuring to hear. 

Because they had been disowned by their families. They’d been told they were heretics and that they were spiritually lost—that following Jesus meant they weren’t truly Jewish. They’d seen friends and family members be killed by both Romans and fellow Jews. In fact, some of the disciples named in these chapters of John had already been martyred and lost their lives before the book was written. 

So when the gospel of John’s first audience heard Phillip or Peter ask a question of Jesus in these chapters, they already knew what Phillip and Peter’s fate had been. In fact, by the time John writes his gospel, almost no one alive has ever met Jesus physically in person. 

That first generation of disciples described in these chapters, who literally walked with Jesus, have almost entirely passed away. And so when John is writing, for the first time, there is a new generation of believers who has no direct memory of Christ, and no direct access to any of the eyewitnesses who experienced Christ’s ministry. 

In other words, the gospel of John is written to the first generation of believers who were in our shoes, who are entirely dependent on the Holy Spirit to know Christ, and who believe by faith these things described in John that we have never seen or heard for ourselves. 
Later in the gospel, Jesus will bless future believers like us, saying “Blessed are those who have not seen and have yet believed.”

So in chapter 16 when Jesus speaks to his disciples here, he also speaks to all future generations of believers. And John the author wants to make sure, before his own life and ministry end, that the believers are reminded of these specific things Jesus taught and said. 

I think there’s something very powerful in knowing that even though so many things had been written already by the apostles about Jesus and his teaching, the Holy Spirit, through John, still wanted to make sure the believers weren’t left without these parts of the story. 

This gospel is what the church needed to be reminded of before the apostles were gone. So John reminds believers that Jesus had actually told his disciples from the beginning: you are going to encounter trouble even though you follow me. 

Your life may not look like a success story. There are going to be hard things that happen. And that may make you doubt whether you’re on the right path. You may feel confused, or afraid, and you might second-guess whether following Jesus is worth it, when those troubles come. 

But remember: the Lord told us ahead of time: we can expect trouble will come. But trouble is not where things end. 

[SLIDE: CHAPTER 16 TEXT #2]

Jesus goes on to say in verse 6: “You are filled with grief because I have said these things. But very truly I tell you, it is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you…” And then down in verse 12: “I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear. But when the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all the truth.”

I’ve already alluded to the fact that the Holy Spirit inspired the writing of John’s gospel. The gospels and the epistles of the New Testament are actually in and of themselves evidence of what Jesus is talking about here. 

Jesus had already said in chapter 14 that the Holy Spirit, the Advocate, would remind the disciples of Christ’s teachings and ministry, so that they would be able to pass it on to others. 

And here Jesus says that he actually has more to teach, but he’s not going to teach it right now. The Holy Spirit is going to take over his teaching. There are some things the apostles aren’t going to be able to understand without more time and experience on the other side of Jesus’ resurrection. 

But, as it says here in verse 12, once the Holy Spirit comes, he will help the believers understand new things, like the rest of the New Testament, and guide them into all the truth. Now, I was listening to a podcast about this passage and the host said this verse reminded him of a meme so I had to make this up for you:

[SLIDE: MEME]

That’s just a little something from the internet for those of you in the know.

So Jesus says, “The Holy Spirit will guide you into all the truth! So it’s for your good that I am going away. Because unless I go away, the Advocate will not come.” 

[SLIDE: BLACK]

The way Jesus frames this makes it sound like him being physically present with his disciples is good, but being present with them through the Holy Spirit will be even better. Having the Holy Spirit in their midst is to be preferred. 

And this is really interesting because Jesus is expressing that, actually, ministering alongside his disciples the way he has been, comes with some limitations. 

Now of course Jesus can do anything he chooses, but because he chose to identify fully with our humanity, he also chose to embrace some of the limitations of being human. We know this because we read that he gets hungry. He gets thirsty. He cries. He once needed a nap so badly he fell asleep in the middle of a row-boat on a stormy sea. That’s how I know Jesus understands me.

So when crowds gather from all around to meet Jesus and experience his power, he has to move through the crowds one person at a time. And when people are desperate to see Jesus, they have to climb up into trees like Zaccheus, or crawl along the ground like the woman who grasped for a strand of Christ’s cloak, or break through rooftops into houses like the friends of the paralytic. 

When Jesus was physically on earth, not everyone got to meet him. But the Holy Spirit, the Advocate, can be everywhere at once. Instead of us breaking into rooms to see Jesus, the Holy Spirit breaks into our rooms. 

He fills Jesus’ disciples and sends them out into all the nations of the world—all cultures and languages and colours. And so through the Spirit, Jesus is not limited to ministering in just one place, at one time. 

He’s not limited to having a single conversation at once. He can hear all our prayers, and be present in all our circumstances simultaneously. There is no limit to how much he can carry, or to how many times you can call him on the phone. He is always with you. 

He’s not even limited to acting in our midst as a specific Jewish man in his thirties. Because how many of us have experienced the Holy Spirit’s presence in the faces, words, and actions of other people, whether they are young or old, male or female, from all kinds of backgrounds and experiences? 

Through the Spirit, God is leading all of us in the way of Jesus, in all our diverse circumstances, without us having to be in a specific time or location.

Now, explaining exactly how this all makes sense with the Father, Son, and Spirit is beyond me. So if you understand the Trinity better than I do, please don’t accuse me of heresy this morning. People have been debating how these things work for over two thousand years, and I didn’t have quite that long to study for this sermon. 

But my point is that Jesus himself insists that it’s part of the plan for the Spirit to come, and that it’s actually better for us right now, to be working with the Advocate, the Holy Spirit.

[SLIDE: ADVOCATE #1]

But what does it even mean that the Spirit is an Advocate? There’s a lot of courtroom language throughout the book of John, talking about witnesses and testimony and trial, so in one sense we could say that the Holy Spirit is someone who defends us and champions our cause. 

In fact, the only time in the Bible that this word for “Advocate” is used, outside these chapters in John that we’re talking about, is in 1st John 2:1, which is another writing of the apostle John. And there John says, “If anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous one.” So our Advocate defends us and looks out for our highest welfare.

Yet the Greek word for “Advocate” carries much more meaning than just this legal sense. It’s actually a difficult word to translate into English, because we don’t have an English word that quite has the same meaning. 

[SLIDE: ADVOCATE #2]

The word for Advocate in Greek is Paraclete.
If you break that down, “Para” means “alongside”, like in our English word “parallel”. And “clete” means “called” or “summoned”. So the Holy Spirit is one who is called to be alongside of us.

Different English translations have used different words to express the role of the Paraclete: 

[SLIDE: ADVOCATE #3]

Counselor, Comforter, Encourager, Intercessor, Mediator, Helper. There are other languages, too, where like English, they don’t have a good word to translate “paraclete”, and in those languages the word is translated with phrases like “the one who mothers us” or “the one who falls down beside us.” 

So if you look at all these various translations together, you can start to get a sense of who Jesus is saying the Holy Spirit is to us. What it means to be the Advocate. Being our Advocate is all these things. 
The Holy Spirit is the one who stands in the gap for us. He is our helper, called alongside. He is our benefactor, helping things to change for the better in and through us. He is the breath of God that carries the Word of God. He opposes what comes against us. He strengthens us in the trouble we face. He makes us come alive.

Through the remainder of John 16, Jesus provides even more imagery of what the future is going to look like for his disciples. He says that their experience will be like when a woman experiences childbirth, they are going to go through serious difficulty and distress and pain. 

But they should know upfront that their difficulty is not a sign that something is going wrong. Something incredible actually waits on the other side. Jesus promises that even though we will face trouble in this world, our future is ultimately joy. 

“If it’s not all good, it’s not all over.” He says, “Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy.”

Yet he understands that this hope doesn’t necessarily make it any easier. We still have to go through the hard parts. That’s why he has not left us alone. 

Jesus is still God With Us. His ministry and his mission have not stopped or failed. He is continuing to work in our midst, guiding us by the Holy Spirit, and speaking truth into our lives. For God has given the Spirit to us without limit.

John 16 verse 33, Jesus says to us: “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.” 
2

