Sunday 16 May 2010 : John 16 : 5-15  
I think it’s fair to say that the disciples enjoyed having Jesus around again after He rose from the dead, but lurking at the back of their minds during those 40 days after Easter would be the memory of uncomfortable, disturbing words He had spoken on the way from the Upper Room to the Mount of Olives about going back to the Father.
Jesus’ work of saving the world could never be complete if He had to hang around on earth forever. So long as He was on this planet, He could only do one thing, in one place, at one time. Not even Jesus could multi-task effectively, and that’s a lesson in and of itself for another day. But when He went back to his Father in Heaven, He could release the third person of the Godhead, the Holy Spirit, who had no such limits.

And so we see in Acts 1 Jesus saying goodbye to the disciples and ascending to Heaven, never to return in physical form until the end of all time. To coin a popular phrase, the disciples were “gutted” to see Him go, but as Jesus had made very clear, it was for their own good that He passed the baton of ministry to them. It was time for them to grow up, time for them to take the lead in teaching and healing etc, without the comfort blanket of having Jesus there to do the harder things, and clean up the mess they left behind.

You know what it’s like if, in a work situation, you have a more experienced colleague on hand, and if you’re not sure what to do, you can get that person to do the tough stuff and carry the can. That makes for an easy paper round, but being able to pass the buck doesn’t help us toward greater maturity and confidence, doesn’t help us to grow, doesn’t develop us to a place where we in turn can teach and train someone else.

When we look at the Great Commission at the very end of Matthew’s gospel, Jesus final words to His followers are : All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.

The challenge of the Ascension for the disciples then, and indeed the challenge for us now, is to take proper personal responsibility in spiritual matters. The Great Commission is meant to be a dynamic command, cascading through generations of faith to the present day in all its complexities and perplexities. The world, now as then, is in a mess, and we don’t have the option of saying : this is a job for Superchrist! : and just wait for Jesus to come flying out of the nearest telephone box in a flowing robe to do the business.  
Let us be very clear that God’s passion is still to bring salvation and deliverance to this world and all its people. Jesus died, we see in 1 John 2.2, as the atoning sacrifice for the sin of all humanity, not just the church members, but also the people who have not the slightest interest in the things of God, the troublemakers, those with “issues”. But these spiritually needy folks are not going to be instantly transformed by the wave of a magic wand from heaven. The church, the body of Christ, needs to go out and do that.

Let’s bring that nearer home. We cannot press a remote control button to save the people in this parish whose lives are a train wreck without Christ. They need someone to bring the good news to life before their very eyes, someone whose life is a credible consistent witness to the life-changing power of Jesus Christ, and that someone may well be you.
The only hope for people who are guddling about in darkness is to see light in the life of another ordinary person, in many ways just like themselves, facing many of the same difficulties and challenges, yet who succeeds in doing so with consistently good humour instead of biting other people’s heads off, who always keeps calm and peaceful instead of getting wound up and stressed, who has an obvious inner strength they don’t have, who overcomes situations instead of letting the situations overcome us.

Many of us who have had, shall we say, an interesting journey to faith in Jesus, a long and winding road passing through some places we wish we had never been, and through which we have no wish ever to pass again, can testify to the influence of one or more people who had something we did not have, but we knew we needed. These were people God used to shed the light of Christ on our path, and we are forever grateful for that.

And that is the ministry all of us are called to, but we can’t do it under our own steam. That’s why I said we need to take proper personal responsibility in spiritual matters.   We need to be willing to play our part, but also to recognise that the power to do it does not come from within our own resources, but rather from God’s gift of the Holy Spirit.

In our lesson from John’s gospel this morning, we learned a little of the ministry of the Holy Spirit. When we speak of the Holy Spirit, please do not refer to “it” but to Him. The Holy Spirit is not a thing, but a person. The Holy Spirit is the whole nature and character and power of Jesus Himself living within you. Indeed, a person who is truly a Christian is a temple of the Holy Spirit, filled with all of God’s love and goodness.
Jesus said that, when the Holy Spirit came, He would : expose the error of the godless world’s view of sin, righteousness, and judgment. He’ll show them that their refusal to believe in me is their basic sin ; that righteousness comes from above, where I am with the Father, out of their sight and control ; that judgment takes place as the ruler of this godless world is brought to trial and convicted. 
What, essentially, is “sin”? Ask people that question and many will suggest it’s breaking the 10 commandments? Or a serious crime, like murder or adultery. But that’s not what Jesus says. Jesus tells us that sin is unbelief, pure and simple. Refusal to believe in Him, to put our trust in Him, to accept Him as Lord and Saviour, that is sin. Refusal to commit our heart to Him as THE way, THE truth, THE life, is sin. Trusting our own opinions, or social and cultural norms, above the wisdom of God revealed in Jesus, is sin. Hot air about spirituality or all roads leading to God, is sin. Anything that does not acknowledge the unique Lordship of Jesus, the ONE AND ONLY atoning sacrifice for us, is sin.

When Jesus went to the cross, the agony He went through there was more than enough to pay for every murder, every mugging, every robbery, every genocide, every atrocity, ever committed, before or since, by any human being. In the cross there is forgiveness for every wrong deed, word and thought, throughout all time, freely provided by grace for men and women to appropriate by faith in Jesus. But refusal to believe in Jesus is the one thing, the sin, that shuts the door on that forgiveness, that reconciliation to God.

As a church, we need to be very clear, and very bold, and totally unapologetic, in telling the world at every opportunity just how full and free God’s forgiveness is, and just how delighted God is to pour it out on anyone, even – in fact, especially – upon the people who, in the jaundiced eyes of a secular world, least deserve it. The heart of our message must always be the breathtaking goodness of God in Jesus Christ, and His Holy Spirit will give us the words to say, and the authority to say them in a convincing way.

But we also need to be very clear, and very bold, and totally unapologetic, about the fact that there is only one answer to the problem. The ministry of the Holy Spirit is also to teach that righteousness comes from above, where Jesus is with the Father, out of human sight and control. Again, if you did a snap opinion poll on what people thought about righteousness, a very high percentage would describe it as something we do, especially religious things, to earn God’s approval. That’s absolutely nowhere near the truth.

Righteousness is a free gift. It comes when people recognise that our life is on collision course with eternity, that we need to be saved from our own mistakes but can do nothing to save ourselves, that we need a Saviour, and there is one waiting for us. Righteousness comes when we turn away from sin – that is, unbelief – and turn to Jesus. Righteousness is the Father’s welcome back into the embrace of His worldwide family. 

Righteousness is the total assurance that God loves us, that Christ died for us, and that, as Paul wrote so eloquently in Romans 8, nothing and no-one can ever separate us from Him again. Or in Stuart Townend’s wonderful hymn : No power of hell, no scheme of man, can ever pluck me from His hands, till He returns or calls me home. That’s what righteousness is all about, and it is the Holy Spirit who brings it, who convicts us of it.
The Holy Spirit, we read, comes to convict the world of judgement. Now if ever a word was abused and misunderstood, it’s judgement. What does Jesus say about it in this text? Judgment takes place as the ruler of this godless world is brought to trial and convicted.
Judgement and condemnation and hell were never intended for human beings, but for the devil and his minions. Judgement has already happened. It’s over, done and dusted.

On Good Friday, the devil threw his best shot, and on Easter morning Jesus humiliated him and hung him out to dry. Game, set and match. Please listen very carefully, and be ready to tell the world the little gospel nugget I’m about to share. If you have accepted Christ’s gift of righteousness, you will not face judgement. Righteousness means that you share in Christ’s victory over the devil and all his works, that the devil is defeated and crushed under your feet just as surely as he is crushed under Jesus’ feet. 

Let the Holy Spirit bring conviction to your heart that no-one can ever be in a place of righteousness and of judgement at the same time. The two are polar opposites. If anyone is still under judgement, it can only be because the sin of refusal to believe in Jesus has caused that person to reject His free gift of righteousness. In John 3, we read that such a person has already been judged because of their refusal to believe. How stupid is that?!

The Holy Spirit is always looking for ways to reach out to the millions of broken people in this broken world to bring conviction of sin – that is, unbelief – which brings in its wake judgement – which has never been God’s will for any human being – and to lead people to righteousness – right standing with God, forgiven, healed, delivered, set free to enjoy a truly fulfilling life forever, all bought and paid for at the cross.

It just may be that one or two of us here today needed to hear, and be reassured by, that aspect of the Holy Spirit’s ministry, and to be enabled to go from here today liberated from guilt and fear and insecurity, your head held high because you KNOW God loves you, and Jesus gave His life for you, and there is NO condemnation for you, united as you are with Jesus as Lord and, from this day forward, putting your trust in Him alone.

But for all of us, let’s be aware that when we say that the Holy Spirit is always looking for ways to reach out to the millions of broken people in this broken world, that means He is looking for people to take that message out, for people who love Jesus sincerely enough to let the Holy Spirit use us to touch the lives of others. 

And remember we said last week, when we looked at Jesus stilling the storm, that when the Lord calls you into His service, He has a covenant obligation to empower, equip and protect you as you go about it. He will never leave you nor forsake you. What He orders, He pays for. So be bold, be strong, the Lord your God is with you.
