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“The Spirit of Truth” — May 21, 2017
1 Peter 3:13–17

13 Now who will harm you if you are eager to do what is good? 14But even if you do suffer for doing what is right, you are blessed. Do not fear what they fear, and do not be intimidated, 15but in your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an account of the hope that is in you; 16yet do it with gentleness and reverence. 

Keep your conscience clear, so that, when you are maligned, those who abuse you for your good conduct in Christ may be put to shame. 17For it is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God’s will, than to suffer for doing evil.

John 14:15–21
“If you love me, you will keep my commandments. 16And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you for ever.17This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you.

18 “I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you. 19In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will live. 20On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you. 

21 “They who have my commandments and keep them are those who love me; and those who love me will be loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to them. . . . 23 My Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them. . . . 
27 “My peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.”

Here we have two very different passages, but they teach us how to live the spiritual life. Let’s look at the Gospel of John first. It’s going to tell us more about the means by which we live the spiritual life, namely, the Spirit within. The preferred name for the Spirit in this gospel is the Spirit of Truth. In chapter 16, Jesus says the Spirit “will guide you into all the truth,” and will “declare the things that are to come” (16:13). So the Spirit is a truth-teller, a truth-foreteller, and a personal guide. 

The Greek word paraklētos, which our translation renders as “Advocate,” can also be translated as “Comforter” (as in the King James and American Standard Versions). It can mean comforter or legal advocate, like a character witness who speaks for the accused. In this chapter, Jesus is stressing the comforting and empowering presence of the Spirit. “I will not leave you orphaned,” he says, “and those who love me will be loved by my Father. . . . we will come to them and make our home with them” (14:18, 21, 23). I call that comforting—when God and Jesus come and make their home with you!
But the idea of a legal advocate is a legitimate secondary meaning. Since Christians are sometimes falsely accused, Jesus told the disciples not to worry what they should say, but “the Holy Spirit will teach you at that very hour what you ought to say” (Luke 12:12). We have to expect that there will continue to be injustice, as long as people—including religious people—can become blinded by fear or anger, and can make distorted judgments. But the Spirit—if we let it—clears away selfishness, raises us to the highest motives, and empowers us to speak the truth, even at great cost.

Jesus says that he reveals himself to the believer through the Spirit: “I will love them and reveal myself to them” (14:21). In the normal course of life, we don’t always draw on the Spirit, but we can, and in times of crisis, it might actually become easier. We can walk in the Spirit since “the Spirit of God dwells in you,” as the Apostle Paul says (Rom 8:4, 9). Some things can only happen in a group, as when Paul, in Philippians, says we “share in the Spirit,” and we “worship in the Spirit of God” (Phil 2:1; 3:3). 

We can make that a goal of our worship in this church, but we must also heed Paul’s warnings about “the works of the flesh” (Gal 5:19) that still occur in the churches, including “strife, jealousy, anger . . . . By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control” (Gal 5:20, 22–23). Self-control: that’s often a neglected one. The Epistle of James stresses controlling one’s tongue. “The tongue is a fire,” he says; it can “set ablaze” a forest (James 3:5–6)!

Where do such things come from? They come from material feelings, which rage like a storm. Our minds and emotions are always trying to justify ourselves. That is not the way of the Spirit. We need to quiet our emotions and return to the Spirit.
How do we quiet the jealousies and anger within our hearts? Part of the answer is at the end of the Gospel passage. “Do not let your hearts be troubled” Jesus says (14:27). Even if that’s hard to do, we can always have the intent to settle our hearts. We can always have the intent to listen to the Spirit. We can slow down and try to re-center. We can practice listening during prayer. Do not be upset with silence; silence can be the right environment for the Spirit. You can reflect on these powerful spiritual sentences we have read today: “I will not leave you orphaned”; or “the Holy Spirit will teach you.” Those are good ideas to hold simply in your mind, while having an open and receiving attitude; seeking to be receptive to God. Or you could try Jesus’ statement “I will reveal myself to them” (14:21). This encourages a listening attitude. There’s Paul’s “share in the Spirit” (Phil 2:1). Just hold that phrase in your mind whenever you find your mind wandering or emotions welling up. These are good practices for calming the mind and opening up to moments of quiet revelation. 

We have the Spirit within, but that is by no means a guarantee of a smooth or safe existence. There will undoubtedly be incomprehension and hostility in people who have not had the experience you have had, and our reading from Peter’s letter gives us this warning. He says, “Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an account of the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence. Keep your conscience clear, so that, when you are maligned, those who abuse you for your good conduct in Christ may be put to shame. For it is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God’s will, than to suffer for doing evil” (3:14–17). How do we do this? Well, the key occurs a verse earlier, where Peter says “Do not fear what they fear, and do not be intimidated, but in your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord” (3:14–15). So the real test is inward dedication and focus on Christ, and his way. Don’t let your values be molded by the crowd, and don’t let anything draw you away from Christ’s way.
What do we get if we look at the key biblical phrases that I’ve emphasized here? The first several emphasize comfort and the closeness of God, and they are good for achieving calm in contemplation. These are: “I will not leave you orphaned,” “the Holy Spirit will teach you,” “I will love them and reveal myself to them,” and “share in the Spirit.” But the last few passages emphasize spiritual character and ethics. These include: “patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control,” the Peter remark “do it with gentleness and reverence. Keep your conscience clear,” and James’s warning “the tongue is a fire.” These emphasize gentleness, generosity, and self-control.

The Bible is trying to build up our strength of character, so that we may remain gentle, generous, and self-controlled in our behavior in the church and in the world. We have the Spirit within us to help us keep focused on the right way. Let us practice the kind of prayer that gets us to allow the Spirit to have more influence on us than do the emotional storms that sometimes seek to sweep us away.

Jesus was in the stern of the boat when he calmed the storm (Mark 4:39). He can calm the storm within us, too. He’s always in the boat, with us.

