
Who is the Holy Spirit?
John 16:5-33

Who or what is the Holy Spirit?  What does He do?  What difference does 
that make to me?  The Holy Spirit is one of three equal persons in the Trinity 
of God.  So why do we know so little about Him in our churches?

Today, we’re going to look at what Jesus says in John’s gospel, and 
especially in chapter 16, about who the Holy Spirit is, and what He does in 
our world and in our lives.

First of all, we need to say that the Holy Spirit is a person, who is God 
Himself.  The Holy Spirit is not a ‘thing’ that God gives to us, an energy or 
force or impersonal object.  He is a person, a person in relationship with the 
Father and Son as God Himself.

Just as throughout John’s gospel, Jesus has been telling everyone that the 
Father sent Jesus, the Son, into  the world; Jesus tells us in John 14:26 that 
the Father will send the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ name.  And in today’s chapter, in 
16:7, Jesus says that only when He departs this world will the Spirit come, as 
Jesus the Son sends the Holy Spirit to His followers.

God the Father sent Jesus the Son to this world, in the power of God the Holy 
Spirit.  Now, God the Father and Jesus the Son send God the Holy Spirit.

But where is this person, the Holy Spirit, sent in this world?

Back in John 3, Jesus spoke to a man called Nicodemus, and Jesus told him 
that if anyone wants to see the Kingdom of God, life with God now and 
forever, they have to be born again.  And Jesus said that the only way that 
happens is by the Spirit of God bringing a person to life through faith in Jesus 
Christ.

A Christian is a person who has the Holy Spirit of God in their life.  People 
can only have their eyes opened to who Jesus is, and can only believe in 
Him, when the Holy Spirit comes to them and takes hold of their life.

But the Holy Spirit does not just wake us up then head off and leave us alone.  
Once the Holy Spirit comes to  open people’s eyes to life in Jesus Christ, the 
Holy Spirit stays with that person.  To know God the Father, by believing in 
Jesus Christ, is to have God the Holy Spirit present with you, now and 
always.
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And Jesus tells His followers in John 14:16-17 that it is only His followers who 
have this Holy Spirit present with them: ‘And I will ask the Father, and He will 
give you another Counsellor 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.’

Jesus makes it clear here where the Holy Spirit is present in this world - He is 
in and with the followers of Jesus, at work in and through them.  He is not in 
the lives of those who don’t believe in Jesus, because they cannot see or 
accept or know Him.  So the Holy Spirit is only with Jesus’ followers, and He 
is always with Jesus’ followers.

Silent Reflection:
For those who know they are following Jesus:
How does it affect you to realise that God is present with you in person, all 
the time, in the Holy Spirit?

For those who know they are not following Jesus:
Would you dare invite the Holy Spirit to open your eyes to who Jesus is?

So the Holy Spirit is a person of the Trinity of God, who is only with 
Christians, and always with Christians.  What does this person do in our lives 
as Jesus’ followers?

In 14:16 Jesus describes the Holy Spirit as ‘another Counsellor.’  That word 
that the NIV translates as ‘Counsellor’ comes from the Greek word, 
parakletos.  Literally, it means ‘One who draws alongside.’  Just as Jesus was 
sent to ‘draw alongside’ us in this world, now that He has been glorified and 
raised to life forever, there is now another person sent to ‘draw alongside’ us.

There are a few different ideas behind that word parakletos that describe who 
the Holy Spirit is, and what He does in our lives.  He is alongside Jesus’ 
followers as our Comforter, our Helper... and as our Lawyer!

The Holy Spirit is a Lawyer alongside those who follow Jesus.  You could 
translate that word parakletos as ‘Advocate.’  The image is of Jesus’ followers 
standing trial, with the world bringing a case against us; just as shortly in 
John’s gospel, the world is about to make Jesus stand trial and pass 
sentence on Him.
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And Jesus is promising those who follow Him, ‘Look, whatever the world says 
about you, whatever it throws at you with malice or misunderstanding - you 
are not alone.  God Himself stands next to  you always, and advocates for 
you.  He makes a case on your behalf, on behalf of the ones following me.’

We think of court cases as involving one party bringing a prosecution, and 
one party bringing a defence.  But in the law courts of the time, it wasn’t so 
much one party accusing and one party defending.  Both parties made a case 
against the other.

That’s the context in the chapter we read today, when Jesus speaks in 
16:7-11.  Jesus says that if He goes away to be glorified with His Father God, 
He can send this advocate to be alongside God’s people in the world.

As the world judges and condemns God’s people for what we believe and do, 
we have God Himself alongside us.  But He’s not just with us to  speak in 
defence of believing in Jesus.  The Holy Spirit has been sent to prosecute a 
world that doesn’t believe in Jesus.

v.8 tells us about three things that the Holy Spirit will convict the world of - sin, 
righteousness and judgement.  Three things about which the Holy Spirit 
speaks to expose the guilt of the world.

Then Jesus explains each of these a little more.  In v.9 Jesus says that the 
Holy Spirit will condemn the world for sin - which is, quite simply, not believing 
in Jesus.  He will speak to declare - ‘It is wrong not to  believe in Jesus 
Christ.’  It is wrong to go your own way instead of Jesus’ way.

In v.10, Jesus speaks of the Holy Spirit condemning the world when it comes 
to righteousness.  Righteousness, in the thought and speech of biblical 
societies, was a relative thing.  Which of the two parties could be found to be 
more righteous than the other?

The world judged and killed off Jesus so it would see Him and hear Him no 
more.  The world thinks it’s more righteous than Jesus, this audacious upstart 
who makes absolute claims about being God Himself, and the only way to 
God.

But the Holy Spirit will declare that Jesus is more righteous than the world.  
He will declare that we actually see Jesus no more because He rose to  life 
and is now with His Father God, vindicated as innocent, powerful, death-
defeating, and One who was telling the truth about being God Himself.
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So the Holy Spirit will declare that the world is the one that will be found 
unrighteous as God brings His case against it - they ignored, killed and tried 
to shut out His One and only Son - the One who now reigns forever and ever.

And in v.11, Jesus says that the Holy Spirit will condemn the world when it 
comes to  judgement.  He speaks about ‘the prince of this world’ now being 
condemned.  Jesus means that ‘now’, now that Jesus’ hour has come, now 
that He will die on a cross, rise to  life and ascend to God the Father - all of 
that will bring about judgement on the dark power that rules this world.

Satan will be shown up as a defeated liar, whose weapons of sin and death 
are disarmed by Jesus’ epic victory through an empty cross and empty tomb.  
Those in the world are still in the dark, and they still belong to this defeated 
dark power.  They are still in the grip of sin and under the curse of death.  
They still belong to the power that has already been judged and defeated by 
God.  So  the Holy Spirit will declare that the world is under that same 
judgement.

This is all quite difficult stuff to grasp, as Jesus apparently recognises in v.12.  
But the long and short of it is this - the Holy Spirit is always present with 
Jesus’ followers to make the case for Jesus and against the world.

Here’s where the rubber hits the road for us though, folks - how is it that the 
Spirit speaks to the world?  It’s through Jesus’ followers, whom He is in and 
with.  You and me, as Jesus’ followers, have a Spirit-empowered mission in 
this world.  And it’s not just to speak defensively to make a case to people for 
why it makes sense for us to believe in Jesus.

We are to be bolder than that, folks.  This is an enormous challenge to me as 
I have prepared this and as I preach it now - we are called to speak words of 
challenge and conviction to this world.

You and I are called to declare to this world, ‘It is wrong to choose not to 
follow Jesus.’

You and I are called to  speak to our world, which does think it is more 
righteous than Jesus and His people.  Modern liberal society thinks we are 
immoral and despicable for saying that Jesus is the only way to God, or that 
there are sexual lifestyles that 21st century people celebrate that the bible 
says are wrong.
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Materialist societies positively demand that we make the best, most 
comfortable homes and lives that we can; and that we all realise our potential 
for wealth and life experiences.  The world thinks it’s more righteous than us, 
because following Jesus means limits and restrictions and restraints in life.

Into  all of that, you and I are called to declare that Jesus died, rose again, 
and reigns with His Father God forever.  We are called to declare that Jesus 
is the only way to life to the full with God now and forever.  We are called to 
condemn greedy consumerism, condemn the rejection of God’s revealed way 
for life to be lived and shared, and condemn the injustices we see all around 
us in a climb-the-ladder, winner-takes-all rat-race of a life.

And we do not do  that in our own strength.  We declare that Jesus is more 
righteous than the world, as the Holy Spirit speaks for us and with us and 
through us, as our Advocate.

Question - What do you think Jesus wants our church to say to our society by 
His Spirit?

So the Holy Spirit, the parakletos, the ‘One who draws alongside,’ is a Lawyer 
alongside us...

The Holy Spirit is also a Helper alongside those who follow Jesus.  He is sent 
to be alongside those whom God loves and who love Him, for the very 
purpose of helping us.  And that help comes in a number of ways.  For one 
thing, He helps us to believe in Jesus Christ, the Light of the World - 
something that we’ve already talked about being a thing that we can’t do 
without His help.

For another thing, the Holy Spirit helps the Church by giving gifts to it - gifts 
that different followers of Jesus receive to use with God’s people and 
amongst God’s people.  But that’s a sermon for another time.

The way that the Holy Spirit helps Jesus’ followers, that Jesus particularly 
focuses on in John 14 and 16, is to  lead us into the truth that God wants us to 
know.  The truth that God wants us to know is all centred in Jesus Christ.  
Jesus, who said, ‘I am the way and the truth and the life.’

What the Holy Spirit reveals to us is always to do with knowing Jesus and 
knowing His Kingdom building purposes in our world.  We read that in 
16:12-15.  (Read these verses).
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Jesus talks about the Spirit leading us into Jesus-centred truth in two ways.  
Back in 14:26, Jesus said that the Spirit would remind His followers of 
everything that He has already said. 

The Holy Spirit helps us to understand the Bible as we read it, perhaps in 
individual reading, and perhaps especially in conversation with other 
believers.  And He helps us to grow in our knowledge and understanding of 
Jesus’ teaching as we walk on month by month, year by year, as Jesus’ 
followers, giving us deeper understanding of familiar teaching more and more 
over a lifetime.

But as well as helping us to  know and understand Jesus’ clear and 
permanent teaching for all times and places in Scripture; the Holy Spirit leads 
us into  more truth in our time and place.  That’s what Jesus is talking about in 
16:12-15.  There are things that Jesus wants His followers to  know, that they 
will not hear until after Jesus has left the world, and the Spirit has come.

The Holy Spirit is with every Christian church in every time and place through 
the generations.  And there are more truths that the Holy Spirit leads His 
Church to discover in history.  For example, the need to battle the injustice of 
slavery; the fight for equal rights for men and women in society; the battle 
against racism and apartheid.

Sometimes, we can hear a lot about the Holy Spirit leading us into new truths.  
It is, for example, quite a well worn argument in the debate about the Church 
accepting homosexual practice.  But what’s the difference between discerning 
the Holy Spirit leading the Church into more truth; and the prevailing social 
majority leading the Church into disobedience to the truth?

Jesus helps us with this a lot in John 16.  He says that the God the Holy Spirit 
does not say or do anything apart from God the Father and God the Son.  
The Spirit only leads us into truths that are in keeping with what God has 
already revealed.  The Holy Spirit is God.  And God does not change His 
mind or disagree with Himself.

So if you hear someone say, ‘I believe the Holy Spirit is telling us this,’ the 
first thing to ask yourself is, ‘Is that in keeping with what I already know God 
has said?’  Those who say that ‘The Holy Spirit is leading us to accept and 
affirm homosexual marriage’ cannot explain how that fits with the clear 
teaching of Scripture that homosexual practice is wrong.
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That’s just one example, it happens to  be the most obvious one in our time 
and place as a Church in Scotland just now.  The Spirit often leads the 
Church into  more truth as we seek His lead in prayer; but He never leads us 
into different truth from what God has already revealed.

The Spirit helps us by drawing alongside us like a tutor with a school pupil - 
He comes alongside to help us understand what God has given us in His 
Word to study and know and live out, and He leads us discovering more of 
the truth, building on what’s already there in the book.

Question - Have you ever experienced a sense of God’s help for you to 
understand His Word?

So the Holy Spirit, the parakletos, is a Lawyer and a Helper...

Finally, the Holy Spirit is also a Comforter alongside those who follow Jesus.  
Throughout the evening’s long discussion around the meal table that we read 
about in John 13-17, on this night when Jesus will be arrested, on the eve of 
His being killed, Jesus has been talking to His followers about how much 
trouble they will face once He is gone.

There is both the kind of trouble that everyone in this world knows, and the 
kind of trouble that only His followers know.  And Jesus promises not to leave 
us alone in this trouble, but to  send us the Holy Spirit, the Comforter who will 
‘draw alongside’ us.

So when we face sickness, injury, injustice, stress, conflict, grief, confusion, 
danger, depression, divorce, death, job loss, tiredness, slander, betrayal; and 
hundreds of things common to  human beings - we who follow Jesus are in a 
different position to the world, because God Himself is present in us and with 
us by His Holy Spirit.

If we would let Him... If we would invite Him... We who have the Spirit 
alongside us can seek His comfort and strengthening for these times.  I have 
spoken with a number of you this week who are going through troubles of 
different kinds - troubles that any human being could face.  And in pretty 
minor ways, I’ve faced some troubles of my own this week.

Let me encourage each one of us - in the midst of all of these things, Do not 
be alone.  I don’t just mean, ‘Let others of us in the church know so that we 
can share your struggle,’ although I plead that with you with all my heart, as I 
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have before.  I mean, call to God to help you, to  be present with you by His 
Spirit.

‘Holy Spirit, help me!  Spirit, come to strengthen me for this.  Come to bring 
me peace in this.  Come to make a difference in this situation.’  This Spirit of 
God is not just a sounding board to unload your problems to over a cup of 
tea.  He is God Himself, who brings comfort like no other, and who has the 
power to bring about God’s purposes and God’s peace in whatever trouble 
you’re in.

As Jesus’ followers, we also sometimes face the kind of trouble that is unique 
to following Jesus.  Like being judged unrighteous by a world who doesn’t like 
what we’ve got to say.  Like being mocked, sidelined or ignored on account of 
our faith in Jesus.  Like being taken for granted because people bank on us 
turning the other cheek.

Like the genuine cost of being a disciple of Jesus; the difficult daily diet of 
putting our old selves to death and putting Jesus and His glory first in our 
lives.  Like seasons of doubt or desert experiences of feeling numb to God.

There is trouble and difficulty in this world for Jesus’ followers, as Jesus has 
spoken about at length in John 15.  But here’s what Jesus reminds us in the 
last verse of John 16, v.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.’

The Spirit is with us, not to  help us to try to take on the world and win - but to 
be a constantly present reminder that Jesus took on the world and won for 
us; that we get to  taste a bit of His prize of true forever life now; and that one 
day we will see Jesus’ victory and His prize in all their glory.

The Holy Spirit is only with Jesus’ followers, and always with Jesus’ followers.  
He is alongside us as a Lawyer, a Helper and a Comforter.  So - is He with 
you?  Is He doing these things in your life?  Come, Holy Spirit, and make us 
all new in Christ Jesus.  Amen.

8


