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Acts 16:9-15:Psalm 67;Revelation 21:10, 22—22:5;John 14:23-29

It’s a sad scene that we encounter this Sunday from the Gospel of John. Jesus is moving

towards his death. The one whom the disciples have trusted, believed, and followed is about to

depart. As Jesus leaves them, he gives them his last instruction. 

Though he physically leaves his disciples, Jesus promises not to leave them alone and bereft.

Just as he has patiently taught them in his time with them, he will continue to teach them. Just as he

has revealed the truth about God while he was with them, he will continue to reveal. How? In his last

will and testament, he says he will send them a Companion—the Holy Spirit. Jesus is leaving them,

but he is not leaving them without his presence but in a whole new way—through the Holy Spirit who

Jesus says will teach them everything they need to know in order to believe.

If you can sing the hymns of the church in this service, if you can stand and affirm your faith

with, “I believe in God who has created and is creating, and in Jesus Christ the Word made flesh…”

then it is a sign that Jesus’s reassurances and promises are true. We are not left alone to make our

way to God. God comes to us in the form of the Holy Spirit.

Nothing about the Christian faith is self-derived. As the Christian philosopher Kierkegaard said,

“the Christian faith does not arise from any human heart.”

There may be other faiths that arise from your sweet subjectivity: one that accompanies you

from your birth; ones that occur after secluded meditation as the fruit of countless walks in the

woods; ones that stem from discoveries via human experience, good and bad; or ones that you’ve

learned from your wounds that you bear. Christianity isn’t one of those faiths. 

Nobody is born believing that God is a Jew from Nazareth who lived briefly, died violently, rose

unexpectedly, and resumed speaking to those who betrayed him. Somebody must give us words that
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open the doors into the faith called Christian. In submitting to God’s talk to us—allowing ourselves to

be addressed by the God we’re unable to love without first being loved, incapable of discovering

without being found, inept to speak to without being addressed—God apprehends us. While we were

struggling to get our minds around God, surprise: God already had us in mind. Striving to be

spiritual—to think, feel, or act rightly, hefting ourselves out of hemmed in humanity—God turned

toward us. 

No mere projection from either human insecurity or arrogance, knowledge of Christ is not ours

simply because we want it. Divine/human conversation is at God’s instigation, God’s initiative, that is,

grace: unmerited, unearned, the gift of the testimony of the saints, living and dead, an ancient text

that speaks today, a Sunday sermon that the Holy Spirit commandeered to speak to you, especially

you. 

The truth about God comes our way through God’s refusal to give up on divine/human

speaking and abandon us to our individual thought patterns. For good reason Jesus is, “the Word”

(John 1:14). Whoever said, “I’d rather see a sermon than hear one,” or “Preach the gospel at all

times. If necessary, use words,” it wasn’t Jesus. 

Only God talks us into God and, in Jesus Christ, surprise, God does. The God afforded in

scripture is loquacious, ubiquitous, a revealing, determined conversationalist who revels not only in

being God but also in telling us all about it. The God who time and time again is revealed through the

living of history, told through the lense of Scripture. Christian language is no more odd or difficult than

it has to be in order accurately to describe the God who turns to us as Christ. 

Here is the God refusing to be confined in divinity, the God we would never have made up for

ourselves giving us the words for thoughts and lives we could not have had if God had not turned

toward us. 
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We only know the truth about God because this God is so determined to unveil and to

self-disclose to us. An aspect of God’s love is to love us enough to reveal God’s self to us.

Knowledge of God is not self-derived. Christianity is a revealed religion. It comes to us, not we to it,

it’s gift, all the way down. Because God is so revelatory, in the power of the Holy Spirit, we don’t have

to guess who God is, or make up God as we go.

Revelation is what we get with a God who is relentlessly intent on turning toward us. The

Creator is the revealer, the Son the revelation, the Spirit the revealing. Jesus is as much of God as

we hope to see, God holding nothing back: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes

to the Father except through me. If you have really known me, you will also know the Father. From

now on you know him and have seen him” (John 14:6-7).

No mere prophet talking about God or messenger from God, Jesus is a Jew on whose body

“the fullness of God was pleased to live…and he reconciled all things to himself through

him—whether things on earth or in the heavens. He brought peace through the blood of his cross”

(Col. 1:19-20).

Jesus doesn’t just tell us the truth or merely point us toward the truth: “I am the truth.” Truth

not as an idea; truth is personal, a crucif ied Jew from Nazareth who, even when we tried to shut him

up, returned and resumed the conversation and then, in passages like this Sunday’s Gospel, he

promises never to leave us, to send us a Comforter, an Advocate, a Companion, the Holy Spirit. God

doesn’t wait for us to discover truth; God discovers us, in spite of how cleverly we have camouflaged,

showing up as truth-who-speaks, calling us to come out of hiding and join up with the truth.

Eventually, there’ll be a day when we won’t be so empty-handed when it comes to knowledge

of God. We’ll say to one another, “Look! God’s dwelling is here with humankind.” God will dwell with

us and we with God (Revelation 21:3). Knowledge of God will cover the earth as abundantly as
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waters cover the sea (Hab 2:14).

When we first meet the Holy Spirit in Genesis, we find the Spirit hovering over the waters to

give life, to bring forth something out of chaotic nothing. The Holy Spirit intrudes into an otherwise

dull church meeting at Pentecost, and we discover that the Holy Spirit is not only creative and

life-giving but also incendiary and disruptive. Foundations shake. Fire descends. Once-silenced

people now do the talking (Acts 2). Only the Spirit who created the world can birth a church.

But perhaps this Sunday’s lesson from the Gospel of John encourages us to focus upon a

favorite work of the Holy Spirit: the incitement of speech, hearing, and comprehension, which is why

it’s customary to pray before scripture is read and proclaimed, “Holy Spirit, come on down! Tell us

things we could never tell ourselves! Break through the barriers we’ve built between God’s speaking

and our hearing. Bring it on, Holy Spirit!”

Discipleship and witness in the name of Christ are not self-sustainable. Like air filling our

lungs, the Spirit of God refreshes, partnering with us in our vocation to speak up for God, enabling us

to join in God’s work. Close your life to the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and the result is indifference,

suffocation, silence. 

Thus, we are told that when we are dragged into court, victims of lordless authorities, we’re not

to worry about preparation. “The Holy Spirit will teach you at that very hour what you are to say”

(Luke 12:11-12). Paul goes so far as to claim that no one can say, “Jesus is Lord” except by the

prompting of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 12:3). 

When Jesus was baptized the Holy Spirit descended upon his body “like a dove,” a voice

announced, “You are my Son, whom I dearly love; in you I find happiness” (Mark 1:10-11). 

In the power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus preached his first sermon in Nazareth, announcing the

emptying of prisons and good news for those who had, before Jesus, heard nothing but bad news.
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And then, as sometimes happens with the descent of the Holy Spirit and Spirit-induced speech, the

congregation exploded and tried to kill the preacher. Sadly, the church convened by the Holy Spirit

can also be a clever defense against it.

Better than an impersonal, vague force, the Holy Spirit is a personality that loves to create, to

initiate, to bring something new out of something old, to shake things up, to give possibility and

create potentiality in times and places where we thought we were at a dead end. Creating, speaking

and hearing, preaching, and yes, disrupting our placid present with God’s lively, unexpected future

are only some of the Holy Spirit’s shenanigans. 

One can be “spiritual” without being in the Spirit of Jesus. We must test the spirits (1 John

4:1). If it’s the Holy Spirit, it’s the spirit of Jesus. Paul lists the Spirit’s fruits as “love, joy, peace,

patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23). To which let

us add this Sunday, presence, revelation, truth-telling, and unveiling. 

If perhaps, at the end of this Sunday’s sermon, you say to yourself, “Oh, now I get it,” or “Yes,

I understand,” or maybe even go so far as to say, “I believe!” it’s concrete proof that Jesus has kept

his promise to give you the Holy Spirit so that you will know all that you need to know to have peace

and to believe. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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