 “THE CONVICTING WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT, 

THE NECESSARY PREPARATION FOR SALVATION”

(John 16:7-11)


“I tell you the truth; It is expedient for you that I go away: for if I go not away, the Comforter will not come unto you; but if I depart, I will send him unto you.  And when he is come, he will reprove the world of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment: Of sin, because they believe not on me; Of righteousness, because I go to my Father, and ye see me no more; Of judgment, because the prince of this world is judged.”


Jesus said two very peculiar things in introducing this great truth of the convicting work of the Holy Spirit.  He said, “I tell you the truth; It is expedient for you that I go away.”  

Can you imagine Jesus ever prefacing anything He ever said by saying, “I tell you the truth”?  When a friend of mine casually says, “I’m going to tell you the truth,” I wonder what he has been telling me the rest of the time!  Preachers often say in sermons, “I want to be honest with you,” but when they say that, my question is, What were they in the rest of the sermon?  No, they don’t mean that this only is the truth, but that this particular truth bears special emphasis.  When Jesus preceded our text with these words, He was indicating that the following truth was especially important—and indeed it was.  


The other peculiar thing He said was, “It is expedient for you that I go away.”  The disciples might have answered in dismay, “Say what?”  You see, the word translated “expedient” means “beneficial” or “to your advantage.”  “It is actually beneficial to you that I depart from you.”  “It is to your advantage that I leave you.”  There is absolutely no way at this point that His disciples could have possibly understood or believed that statement.  However, there is absolutely no uncertainty about the actual meaning of the word translated “expedient.”  It is found several times in the Gospels, and it always has the same meaning.  So what did Jesus mean when He daringly said, “It is to your advantage that I leave you”?  He meant that it would be better for Him to be removed from their sight and apparently from their presence than for them to become more locally involved with Him only by hearing His words and observing His works.  


Every novice Christian has wished he could have seen Jesus in the flesh and enjoyed His near Presence on earth.  A child’s hymn says,


“I think when I read that sweet story of old, When Jesus was here among men,


How He called little children as lambs to His fold, I should like to been with them then;


 I wish that His hand had been placed on my head, That His arms had been thrown around me,


And that I might have seen His kind look when He said, “Let the little ones come unto Me.”

These words and the emotions they reveal are very deep, so Jesus must have had reasons for disappointing such a deep, poignant, universal, sacred feeling in human hearts.  What were His reasons?  In what senses would His absence from them be better than His presence with them?  First, He knew that He would still be with them even after His departure, though in a different way.  Second, He knew He would be nearer after He departed than He had ever been before.  Third, He knew that upon His departure He would be universally near to all believers, and not merely locally near to some.  Fourth, He knew that they would continue to walk only by sight if He remained with them, and that they would know “a better way,” to walk by faith, only if He departed.  Last, and most important here, He knew that He had to go away before the Holy Spirit would come, and the coming of the Holy Spirit was an enlarged advantage over His physical presence.  Christian, we must remind ourselves until it reaches our deepest heart that we have gained much in Christ’s departure from earth and the following descent of the Holy Spirit to continue His work.  In fact, the disciples of Christ did not really, fully, deeply, truly know Christ until the Holy Spirit came, and neither will we really, fully, deeply, truly  know Christ until the Holy Spirit is fully known, honored and obeyed in our lives.  You see, man’s confidence in himself—his morality, his capability to please God, his ability to save himself—must be shattered if the Spirit is to be allowed to do His saving work in and through God’s people.  And that shattering work begins in the convicting work of the Holy Spirit.  

Our text contains one of the most crucial truths ever spoken.  It describes one of the most important works done by the Holy Spirit, Whom Jesus promised in this great section of John’s Gospel (John 14-16).  In these chapters, Jesus calls the Holy Spirit “the Comforter”—and then He proceeds to tell us that His introductory work in a sinner’s life, His foundational work in making eternal salvation personal, is a work of discomfort.  Furthermore, this convicting, convincing work of the Holy Spirit is so crucial that, if this work were to suddenly cease, that is, if the Holy Spirit never convicted another sinner in line with this statement of Jesus, no sinner would ever be saved again.  So what did He mean when He said that the Holy Spirit would come and “reprove the world”?   

I. THE MEANING

First, we will consider the meaning of this particular work of the Holy Spirit.  What did Jesus mean when He said, “When He has come, He will reprove the world”? It is important, first, that we examine the exact meaning of the word “world.”  The word is used in three senses in the New Testament.  First, it means the created world.  Then, it is used to describe the Godless world system that prevails on earth.  And finally, it is used for the entire populace of planet earth.  In the text, Jesus was speaking of the populace of planet earth.  The reproving work of the Holy Spirit would be directed toward the entire populace of the human race.  I personally believe that this work of the Spirit is taking place to one degree or another in the hearts of men all the time all over the world.


The most important word in the text in understanding this work of the Spirit is the word translated “reprove” in the King James Bible.  This is a very strong and full word.  It combines in itself the two ideas of convicting and convincing.  One translation uses the word “confute,” which combines both meanings.  This work is actually done in three great areas, all of which involve very important factors in human experience.  The three are “sin, righteousness, and judgment.”  Without the convicting and convincing work of the Holy Spirit, there would not be a single Christian on earth.  In convicting of “sin,” the Holy Spirit powerfully convinces us that we are sinners in desperate need of salvation. In convicting us of “righteousness,” He shows us the only basis for salvation.  And in convicting of “judgment,” He shows us what we deserve and how He has acted to save us from it.  


The convicting work of the Holy Spirit is the shining of the light of Divine truth into the hearts of sinful human beings, revealing their sins and seeking a response of faith from them.  This shining of the light of God’s truth is going on all the time, as silently and as certainly as the shining of the sun.  The Holy Spirit does not merely convict of sin on special occasions.  No, there is no time that is “out of season” for the Holy Spirit.  If we have not admitted our sins after seeing them clearly in the light of God’s truth, it is not because He is ambiguous in revealing the awful truth about us, it is likely because we are not willing to admit this truth to ourselves, to others, or to God.  Since the Spirit’s voice is usually very soft and gentle, it is easy for sinners to avoid the conviction He brings.  


The root form of the word translated “reprove” means “to scorn,” “to pour contempt,” and “to convince.”  So this is both a severe  and a saving ministry of the Holy Spirit.  It is the means by which the sinner is convicted of his sins and convinced of his need of a Savior. This is, indeed, a crucial and indispensable work of the Holy Spirit.       

                                                    II          THE MEANS


Second, we will consider the means by which this convicting, convincing work is done.  In considering the means, we will look at the agent of this conviction and the activity that is performed.


The agent of this conviction is identified by Jesus as “the Comforter” (verse 7), and “the Spirit of truth” (verse 13).  The word “Comforter” is the familiar Greek word, paracletos, or Paraclete.  This is a rich and wonderful word, surely intended by Jesus to reveal how great is the Person Jesus described.  The word means “guardian,” or “ally,” or “fortifier,” or “champion.”  Probably its widest use is to refer to a “counselor, a defender, a lawyer, an advocate.”  According to the New Testament, the Christian economy has two Paracletes, or two Advocates.  Thus, the Christian system is like a Law Firm with two branches, each being “manned” by a Lawyer.  One branch with one Lawyer is on earth, the other branch with the other Lawyer is in heaven.  The One above is Jesus, Who is our Lawyer in heaven (see I John 2:2). The One here is the Holy Spirit, Who is Christ’s Lawyer on earth.  Jesus pleads and wins our case in heaven, securing on the basis of His Finished Work on the Cross and by His Resurrection our justification from all factors that might condemn us. And the Holy Spirit pleads and wins Christ’s case in the hearts of men on earth.  


Heaven is a prepared place for a prepared people.  While Jesus is in Heaven securing  the place for the people of God, the Holy Spirit is on earth securing the people of God for the place. So while Jesus stands alongside of God in heaven securing our case there, the Holy Spirit stands alongside of sinners securing Christ’s case here.  You see, the Holy Spirit makes final dispatch of sinners in His dealing with them.  He will either convict them in such a manner that will finally lead them to salvation and heaven, or He will convict them as fully guilty and they will go to damnation and hell. The Holy Spirit of God is the Agent of the Spirit’s conviction.


Second, the text points out the activity by which this work is done.  Consider again the word “reprove.”  The word could be translated “contradict.”  “The Holy Spirit will contradict the world.”  This activity is not flattering to unsaved men, because it tells us that, without exception, all lost people are always wrong about the three most important things in human experience—sin, righteousness and judgment.  Natural men are so inaccurate in their assessment of these factors in their lives that the Holy Spirit must flatly contradict them if they are ever to be convinced about them.  And without this work of the Holy Spirit in their hearts, sinful human beings will remain wrong forever.  I repeat, the convicting work of the Holy Spirit is indispensable for man’s welfare and God’s glory.   


The New Testament contains no clearer picture of the effectiveness of the agency of the Holy Spirit in convicting and convincing men than in the order of events in the group of Jesus’ disciples immediately before the coming of the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost and immediately after He came.  Just before Pentecost, ten committed and honest disciples told Thomas the Doubter that they had seen Jesus alive after His Death on the Cross.  Thomas had probably never had a reason to doubt the testimony of any one of them or all of them, but he still stubbornly said, “Dead men don’t rise from the dead!  Unless I see the print of the nails in His hands, and can put my hand into the scar in His side, I will not believe.”  Ten honest men could not convince one man before the Holy Spirit came.  But on the Day of Pentecost, Peter preached the Gospel and explained what was happening, and one man convinced 3,000 to believe “impossible” things and to make an “impossible” surrender!  What was the difference?  The ten depended on human persuasiveness, while Peter was empowered by the Holy Spirit!  

III.      THE MANNER


Next, we will look at the manner in which the Holy Spirit convicts and convinces sinners.  The text points to three cardinal points on God’s spiritual compass.   The three points are “sin, righteousness, and judgment.”  “When He (the Holy Spirit) has come, He will reprove (convict and convince) the world of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment.” Then Jesus explained His meaning: “Of sin, because they believe not on Me; of righteousness, because I go to my Father, and ye see me no more; of judgment, because the prince of this world is judged.”  All three of these factors may appear very strange at first glance, and the explanations even stranger, but a little “unraveling” will reveal the glory of this statement.  If we could see from God’s perspective, we would recognize that, until these three matters are satisfactorily settled, there are simply no more important things in existence than these three.  Sin is an extremely influential and important reality on earth, and unless men are saved from it here, they will never escape it or its penalty forever.  Righteousness is an extremely important and influential reality in heaven, and unless men gain a righteousness that matches that of heaven, they will never be saved.  And judgment is the means by which righteousness wins over sin.    


Note that these factors are all sinner-related and Savior-related.  That is, all three have to do with sin and God’s dealing with it in order to save sinners, and they also have to do with the Savior and what He has accomplished and provided for our salvation.  Thus, they all expose some facet of our salvation.  Look with me at the statement.   


First, the Holy Spirit “reproves the world of sin.”  This is designed to cause men to see the absolute necessity of being saved.  In order to convince man of his dire need of God’s salvation, the Holy Spirit exposes to Him the real and deadly nature and consequences of sin.  


We have already said that this work of the Spirit is necessary because the natural (unaided) human being is always wrong about sin.  It is a pathetic reality and an incredible contradiction that human beings have an immense history of sin, but almost no sense of sin.   In fact, little scrutiny is necessary to see that human beings deliberately avoid a consciousness of sin (or at least an admission of it).  They are like a person who constantly sponges an indelible stain, but it simply will not go away.  

You can poll any number of natural human beings  at any place, and you will never secure from them an adequate or accurate view of sin.  Some will tell you that sin doesn’t even exist at all.  Just as Adolf Hitler labeled sin “a fiction of the synagogue,” so sinners renounce the Biblical revelation of the existence and seriousness of sin.  One man said to me, “I don’t go to church because all they want to do is tell you how bad a sinner you are.”  Well, that assessment is simply not true, but it does remind me of a man with a cancer who refuses to go to the doctor because he might inform him of his problem.  He only faces the problem when it is too late to do anything about it—just like sinners who won’t admit the poison that spreads its death throughout their lives.  They will face the problem, but for many it will be too late to apply The Cure God has provided.  

Others concede that sin may be real, but it is after all unimportant.  When I asked a lost neighbor what he did with his sins without a Savior, he wryly replied, “Oh, I do just what everybody else does; I make the best of a bad situation.”  I replied, “No, not everybody; I know many people who have dealt with their sins by giving them over to the Savior who died for them.”  Some people even testify that sin is a very charming part of this world, but ask them in another hundred years…..

Still others glibly think of sin only in terms of shameful moral excesses.  Murder may be sin, rape may be sin, assault may be sin, but “the small mistakes I make are not worthy of consideration.”  Drunkenness and adultery, maybe, but not my mild stumblings!  I even heard a public speaker say on one occasion, “My family had no sinners in it.”  Presumably, he meant that there was no record of his ancestors or relatives being alcoholics, murderers or convicted criminals.  

You see, the world is completely in the dark concerning the truth about sin, and it is not an easy matter to adequately and accurately convince the world of sin.  However, conviction of sin is necessary for man’s highest welfare.  

Now, note Jesus’ explanation of “sin.”  “The Holy Spirit will reprove the world of sin, because they believe not on Me.”  We are suddenly alerted to the truth that accuracy about sin is a profoundly intelligent matter and requires a shift of paradigm from man’s guesswork to God’s wisdom.  This is the work of the Holy Spirit!     


I said earlier that sin is a sinner-related word (obviously) and a Savior-related word (also obvious, because man would not need Jesus as a Savior if it were not for sin).  Now, we can begin to see why Jesus added His seemingly strange explanation of sin.  “He will convict the world of sin, because they believe not on me.”  The one damning sin is unbelief with regard to Christ.  Unbelief is the mother sin, the father sin, the parent sin, of all sins.  Unbelief is sin at its worst.  No other sins would be committed without the catalytic sin of unbelief.  “He who does not believe God has made Him a liar, because he does not believe the witness that God gave of His Son.  And this is the testimony, that God has given to us eternal life, and this life is in His Son.  He who has the Son has life, but he who has not the Son of God does not have life” (I John 5:10-12).  “He who believes on Jesus is not condemned, but he who believes not is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the unique Son of God” (John 3:18).  So the “sin-question” is actually a “Son-question.”  It is finally the sin of rejecting Jesus Christ the Son of God that dispatches the fully responsible sinner to hell.  You see, unbelief is not only a sin in itself, but it prevents the forgiveness of all other sins.  So the Holy Spirit takes the blinders off of the eyes of sinners and shows them their dire and desperate need of Jesus.  When the Spirit does this work in the hearts of sinners, it is as if they saw their state of sin mirrored in the rejection and crucifixion of the Son of God.  In that act, the sinfulness, lostness and madness of the human race is exposed.  


Second, the Holy Spirit convicts and convinces sinners of the authentic possibility of salvation.  “He will reprove the world of righteousness, because I go to my Father and you see me no more.”  The key word here is the gigantic word, “righteousness.”  


Again, the world of unsaved men is always wrong about righteousness.  Everyone has some concept of sin, and everyone has some concept of righteousness.  As usual, the world is vague as well as inaccurate, engaging in remarkable guesswork about what it takes to be “right” with God.  

First, it declares that if a man is “sincere” in whatever he may believe about right and wrong, or about God, or in his moral conduct, God will admit him to His holy heaven.  But it is possible, even likely when everything is based on uncertainty, that the person will be sincerely wrong in his view.  This may not matter much with regard to some things, but it is all-important when it concerns God, eternity and the eternal destiny of human beings.  The Bible says this about this dangerous course:  “They, being ignorant of God’s righteousness, and going about to establish their own righteousness, have not submitted themselves to the righteousness of God” (Romans 10:3).  

This old facetious poem was born in a science laboratory:



“Poor Willy, he has gone from us, His face we will see no more,

                          Because what he thought was H20,  Was actually H2SO4.”


Willy sincerely thought that sulphuric acid was water—but drinking it proved his mistake, though he never lived to analyze his error!  This is facetious, but the same kind of mistake is made with regard to eternal salvation by innumerable hordes of self-centered human beings is not!  
Sincerity is not adequate!


Others suggest that sinners can (and must) earn God’s salvation and a place in His heaven.  Let me adapt a story Jesus told, creating a revision of it:  a certain man owed a $20 million debt and had maybe $20 to pay on it, but he vainly said, “Give me time, and I will pay all.”  When the average laborer’s daily wage was about a penny a day, one wonders how anyone could think in this manner, but sinners vainly do the same thing quite glibly.   The false view of man’s supposed ability to earn salvation shows a total ignorance or a deliberate disregard for the Biblical truth of the nature of sin, the nature of God, the terms for salvation, and all the other things that derive from these.  No man will ever be able to declare in heaven that he deserves to be there.  No sinful human being can earn God’s salvation.  


Note the order of the three factors that are listed.  First, sin, then righteousness.  Righteousness corresponds to the consciousness of sin.  When a person is awakened to his sins, he wants an answer to this question, “Is it possible for somebody in my condition to be right with God?”  


Let me create a brief running commentary on the word “righteousness.”  First, consider the reality of righteousness.  There is such a thing as real righteousness, or “righteous righteousness,” and the Holy Spirit convicts the sinner of it.  Then, consider the necessity of righteousness.  Without perfect righteousness, no man will get to heaven, and the Holy Spirit convicts the sinner of that problem.  Then, consider the availability of righteousness.  Though among men “there is none righteous, no, not one”( Romans 3:10), “now the righteousness of God without the law is manifested….even the righteousness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto and upon all them that believe” (Romans 3:21, 22).  And the Holy Spirit convinces the sinner of it.  Finally, consider the integrity of this righteousness.  Many raise the questions, “How can it be just for one person to be held accountable for the sins of all men, and even if it were just, how can one person pay for the sins of all men.  The very idea is immoral, unjust and impossible.”  Or, “How could a perfect God maintain His perfection if He allowed real sinners into His Heaven?”  These questions are answered in a classic argument by Paul in Romans 3:9-26, which should be read and studied carefully.  Paul says that, because of God’s Perfect Settlement of the sin-problem through the Perfection of Jesus (His passive righteousness) and His Perfect Payment for sin on the Cross (His active righteousness), and His own Perfect Endorsement of His Son’s Payment through the Resurrection, God can now be both “just and the Justifier of the sinner who believes in Jesus” (Romans 3:26).  So salvation is authentically possible!   Righteousness is what God is, what God has, what God demands, and what God provides.  What a Gospel!  What a Savior!  What a salvation!  


We have not yet examined one small clause in this context.  “The Holy Spirit will convict the world of righteousness, because I go to My Father, and you see Me no more.”

What does this mean in this setting?  It is a reference to the Ascension of Christ, but how does it explain “righteousness,” or how does the Holy Spirit use the truth of the Ascension of Christ to convict the world of righteousness?  This simply means that the Ascension of Jesus back to Heaven (“I go to My Father”) and His continuing Presence there (“and you see Me no more”) prove to the awakened heart the truth that there is one standard of righteousness, that of Christ Himself, that is perfectly acceptable to God and indeed, already perfectly accepted in Heaven. And remember, this righteousness has been made available to sinners through the convicting work of the Holy Spirit.  So we know that if we trust Christ to save us, His righteousness immediately becomes ours, and we are as acceptable to God as if we were Christ Himself!   These are marvelous truths, almost too good to be true.  It is the Holy Spirit who convinces us that these things are true, and He does this through exposure to this glorious Gospel.


Third, the Holy Spirit convicts and convinces sinners of the assured certainty of salvation.  This He does by convicting and convincing the world “of judgment, because the prince of this world is judged.”  


The fact that the Holy Spirit must convince the world concerning judgment lets us know again that without this work of the Spirit, the world is always wrong with regard to judgment.  Consider society’s weak view of judgment.  When it entertains the idea of judgment at all, it puts “God in the dock” and holds its own court over His reveal truth.  It says that the very idea of a day of reckoning that has eternal fallout is foolish, or preposterous.  The note of judgment has been reduced to near silence in today’s world.  However, the world must be reminded that consensus of opinion does not determine truth.  Judgment is occurring in this world as I write these words, and there is yet a “judgment to come.”  These are stark realities, but they are not the argument of our text.    

            Jesus said, “The Holy Spirit will convict the world of judgment, because the prince of this world is judged.”  What a peculiar explanation!  Let me appeal to a statement by theologian/scholar P. T. Forsyth at this point:  “It is very hard on the lower planes of life to convince the world of judgment, to persuade men that there is an infallible reckoning for all transgression, that no sin can be permanently concealed, that in the end the hidden things of darkness will come to light, and will receive their just reward.  How, then, are they to be convinced of judgment?  There is only one way.  The judgment to which Jesus pointed in John 16:11 was that conquest of the dominion of evil which He had already commenced, and the final victory over it which He should gain on His soon-coming Cross.  The German theologian Schiller made this statement famous: ‘The world’s history is the world’s judgment.’  But there is something more true than Schiller’s famous phrase.  It is not the world’s history, but Christ’s history, that is the world’s judgment.  And especially is it Christ’s Cross.”  Dear Christian, read this paragraph until it reaches you.  In the Person of Christ (His passive righteousness)  and the performance of Christ (His active righteousness), Jesus judged and conquered sin.  The Cross of Christ was the crisis of earth’s history, and the judgment and overthrow of the “prince of this world.”  The Death of Jesus was the apparent moment of Satan’s greatest conquest, but it was actually the moment of his greatest defeat.  That same moment was apparently the moment of Christ’s greatest defeat, but it was actually the moment of His greatest conquest.  That was the moment of the judgment of the prince of this world, Satan.   Without full and final judgment being enacted against sin and against its sponsor, Satan, there would be no complete settlement of the massive problem from which we need to be saved, and thus no assurance of salvation.  With that full and final judgment accomplished at the Cross, the sin-problem is resolved, trusting sinners are saved, and perfect assurance of salvation may be theirs.  

Of course, “the prince of this world” is Satan, and Jesus used a perfect tense verb for the judgment enacted against him.  “Now does the prince of this world stand forever judged.”  Jesus made a precisely similar statement in John 12:31:  “Now is the judgment of this world; now shall the prince of this world be cast out.”  Forget at the moment the date for coming judgment, and remember the state of complete judgment, that the world, sin and Satan have already been fully and finally judged—at and through the Cross of Christ.   


According to Jesus, this judgment of the world, sin and Satan has already been passed and executed through His Death on the Cross.  This judgment is not future; it is already finished, accomplished, completed!  Thus, a person taking refuge from his sin and its judgment in the Cross of Christ and His judgment there for our sins, is forever freed from judgment.  Jesus said, “He who hears My words, and believes on Him Who sent Me, has everlasting life, and shall not come into judgment, but has already passed out of death into life” (John 5:24).  Paul later echoed, “There is therefore now no judgment to those who are in Christ Jesus.”  


In the early history of our country, pioneers traveling west had to cross the broad prairies of the Midwest.  Occasionally, they had to face raging prairie fires that were driven at high speed by the strong winds of the prairie country.  There was no way for them to outrun such a fire when caught in the open prairie, but they learned a tactic from the Indians which rescued them from the danger.  They learned to set backfires around them when they saw a fire approaching in the distance.  They would burn out a circle in the high grass, then station themselves and their wagons in the middle of the charred circle and wait for the fire to burn its way past them.  They knew that another fire could not burn where the flammable material had already been burned.  What an illustration of God’s accomplishment for us through His Son at Calvary.  He fully exhausted His justice, His wrath and His judgment against sin at the Cross, and now when a sinner comes to the Cross and trusts Christ and His Work there, God can fully and justly extend His saving Mercy to the trusting sinner.  


Judgment upon the sins of a sinner who trusts Christ has already been exhausted upon Jesus, the sinner’s Substitute, and God will not exact justice twice for the same crimes.  You, dear heart, may have full assurance that you have eternal salvation from sin and its consequences through the Finished Work of Christ.  It is the Holy Spirit Who convinces men of these things, and this is the manner in which He does it.

IV. THE MANIFESTATION

Fourth, we will look quickly at the manifestation of the Holy Spirit’s conviction.

The truth of the convicting and convincing work of the Holy Spirit deserves much more investigation and exposure in the Christian community and in our teaching, preaching and witnessing than it generally receives.  It is very closely related to the level of our Christian living.  The neglect of this truth and our poor expectation with regard to the Holy Spirit’s conviction has left the quality of Christian living in our day much lower than it should be.  It is a general rule that grace tends to grow strongest in the experience of the believer in whom conviction of sin has pierced deepest.  So how much conviction is necessary in a true salvation experience?  


In I Corinthians 12:6, Paul wrote that there are “different kinds of working (of the Spirit), but the same God works all of them in all men.”  Some, like John Bunyan and Martin Luther, had a prolonged season of incredible agony in conviction of sin before the light of “Christ our righteousness” burst upon them.  Personally, though I had an experience of conviction and conversion that was somewhat like theirs, mine was still considerably different.  Others, like Lydia in Acts 16, experience a quiet persuasion and act accordingly.  My wife had this kind of experience, but I have seen every reason to be convinced that she is a true born-again believer with a vital and spiritual walk with Christ (and I have seen no reason whatsoever to question that).      Many others had varying degrees of conviction somewhere between those extremes.  



I personally believe that three things may determine the depth of the conviction.  One, the degree of sin’s entrenchment in the sinner’s life may account for the degree of conviction he receives.  If he is a rebel (like religious Paul was), the Holy Spirit may treat him very roughly to prepare him for salvation.  Two, the purpose God may have for him after conversion may determine how God prepares him for it through conviction.  If he is being prepared for an exceptional fruitful ministry, or a ministry in a very hard place, God may “tighten the vise of conviction” more fully on him in order to give him special equipment through his salvation.  Third, the nature of his temperament and personality may determine the apparent degree of conviction he receives from the Holy Spirit.  If he is mild-mannered, it is not likely he will receive a lightning and thunder conviction.  But if he is a volatile personality, he may be shaken with conviction more than others.  If this assessment is accurate, we may be sure that we can count on the All-wise God to give the suitable degree of conviction that is required is each individual case.  An old Puritan adage says, “God suits the north wind to fit the shorn lamb.”  That is, “the different kinds of working” of the Spirit will fit the necessity of each person.  So the manifestation of the Spirit in convicting sinners may vary widely, but I do not believe that a sinner is ever saved without the convicting work of the Spirit preceding his salvation and preparing him for it.    

Just as Joseph in the book of Genesis spoke roughly to his needy brothers to bring them to a confession of their former sin before revealing himself to them in reconciliation, so the Holy Spirit reproves first of sin in order to lead sinners to repentance and salvation.  It is the hungry man who values bread, and it is the guilty man who values pardon.  The sinner is very likely to receive the degree of conviction that will make him willing to give up his sins and long for Christ as his Savior.  Whatever the degree of conviction, the Holy Spirit does convict lost people of their sins, thus convincing them of their radical need of God’s salvation.    
V. THE MEDIATORS

Fifth, consider the mediators of this convicting work of the Holy Spirit.  One feature is usually overlooked in this text, but we must not be guilty of that oversight.  Look again at Jesus’ introductory words:  “I tell you the truth; It is expedient for you that I go away: for if I go not away, the Comforter will not come unto you, but if I depart, I will send him unto you.  And when he is come, he will reprove the world…..”

In my entire early ministry, I was guilty of the usual oversight.  I thought that the text meant that the Holy Spirit would “come” into the world on the Day of Pentecost, and would go directly to lost sinners and convict them of sin.  Now, He may do that, but this text suggests a different course.  Jesus said that the Holy Spirit will “come unto you,” that “I (Jesus) will send Him unto you.”  Note the recurring references to the recipients, “unto you.”  Read the seventh and eighth verses of the text again, each time emphasizing the word, “you.”  Then take the same word and insert it is verse eight to get the meaning of the verse.  “I will send Him (the Holy Spirit) unto you. And when He has come (unto you), He will convict the world….”   The Holy Spirit is apparently not coming to the world as such; He is coming to you, the Christian.  And when He comes to the Christian, He will convict the world of sin and of righteousness and of judgment.  In fact, Jesus had earlier said specifically to His disciples that when the Spirit of truth would come, the world would not be able to receive Him.  It does not receive Him, and cannot, because it neither sees Him or knows Him (John 14:17).  But He does come to us, and when He is allowed to operate in and through us as He desires, He will have this threefold effect upon the world.  Apparently, it is from this “sounding board” (you, your life, your character, your witness) that the Holy Spirit will do His convicting work.    

In everything Jesus Christ does on earth, and in everything the Holy Spirit does on earth, both the Son and the Spirit seek to enlist and use the Church, the Body of Christ, to accomplish the work.  The individual Christian might be called “God’s middle-man,” or “God’s contact man.”  I have not been able to find one case in the New Testament where a sinner was won to Christ without the Holy Spirit using at least one believer as His agent of contact, conviction and conversion.  The Holy Spirit goes by way of the saint to get to the sinner!  In some cases, the Holy Spirit went to great measures to get the saint to the sinner, but in each case, the sinner was not converted until the saint arrived.  Just think of Philip riding beside the Ethiopian eunuch on his chariot, or Simon Peter in the house of Cornelius, and remember that the Holy Spirit took great pains in each case to get the saint to the sinner to lead him to Christ.  In the case of Peter and Cornelius, an angel coordinated the contact, but the angel did not tell Cornelius how to be saved.  Apparently, neither God nor the angel would do the work that the Christian is supposed to do!  The same is surely true today.  The responsibility for the lost man belongs to the evangelizing Christian.  

Some years ago, I read a sermon entitled “The Vanishing Sinner.”  The article was a lament that  the consciousness of sin seems to have disappeared among sinners across the United States.  The article mourned the inactivity of the Spirit in doing the convicting work that leads people to salvation.  Several reasons were suggested to explain “the vanishing sinner.”  I see one reason suggested by our text that was not mentioned in that article.  It is my firm conviction that the reason for the vanishing sinner is the vanishing saint!  If Christians grasped their identity in Christ and lived accordingly, if Christians recognized their inventory in Christ and lived accordingly, if Christians admitted their responsibility to tell lost people about Christ and lived accordingly, more and more sinners would be convicted of their sins and convinced of the Savior.  I am persuaded that, in spite of our loud protests that sinners are not willing to respond to the Gospel, they are more willing to hear the Gospel than we are to share it with them.  It should be said of each believer that “from him sounded out the Gospel….” (see I Thessalonians 1:8).  Each individual Christian is to be the mediator of the Holy Spirit’s work of conviction. 



             
VI.
THE MERCY


Finally, a word about the mercy God exercises when He sends the Holy Spirit to convict us of sin and convince us of the Savior.  The fact that there is even one Christian on earth today is because of the mercy of God in commissioning the Holy Spirit to do this work. 


I have known many, many friends who had serious and major surgeries on something defective or diseased in their bodies.  Again and again I have heard this testimony after those surgeries, “I feel better today than I have for years, or than I have in my entire life.”  When the pain and uncertainty of the surgery were over, the person was only regretful that he had not had the surgery sooner.  Conviction of sin is like major surgery.  You have an uneasy feeling that something is wrong, then a diagnosis is made, then you submit to the surgeon.  On the day of the surgery, you go down into the shadowy land of unconsciousness, very concerned about your return.  Because of the need, you place your entire life in the hands of another, go down to death’s door, allow the cutting removal or repair, and then awaken to a joyful life on the other side.  So it is when you experience the convicting work of the Holy Spirit.  It is painful, but it is the preparation for eternal life now and forever.  What a mercy!
AN ADDENDUM

I live in the city of Memphis, Tennessee.  Memphis rests on a notorious earthquake fault called the New Madrid Fault.  We are constantly being reminded of this, and often warned of the coming “big one.”  I would know none of this personally, nor would you without the same help I have.  We depend on the knowledge and testimony

of skilled experts to know where the fault is, and how serious it is.


In the same manner, I am unreliable in recognizing my own faults, and you are equally unreliable in knowing about your faults.  The sinful self-curl each of us suffers from prevents our being truly objective and fully honest about our own faults.  You cannot be trusted to tell me the full and accurate truth about my faults, and I cannot be trusted to tell you the full and accurate truth about your faults.  A skilled expert is required.


The only Expert skilled enough to tell us the “whole truth and nothing but the truth” about us and our faults is the Holy Spirit.  (Source undocumented)


Dwight L. Moody once saw a man in the streets of Chicago almost asleep in a winter blizzard.  It was apparent that the man unaided would freeze to death.  Moody could not just talk this man into warmth.  He pulled him up roughly and began to pound the man’s body with his fist until the man was awake—and angry.  The man began to flail back at Moody with his arms, and then he stood up on his own and weakly began to run after Moody, with the preacher just staying a step ahead.  Thus Moody saved the man’s life.  The conviction of the Holy Spirit is like this.  A concerned Christian may be the agent of the Holy Spirit’s “pounding,” as Mr. Moody was.  He may have to be willing to be “rough” with the prospect, and may need to stay in contact long enough to see life (LIFE) begin to exhibit itself.  (My adaptation and explanation; source undocumented)


I hold in my hand a threaded sewing needle.  Think of the combination.  A rent garment cannot be repaired by the thread without the needle, or by the needle without the thread.  The thread does the actual repair work, but without the piercing needle leading the way the thread cannot get into the rent place to repair it.  Also, the needle alone would simply pierce the fabric but would do no repair work without the thread.  Christians must never purposely ‘needle’ people because of some negative emotion in themselves.  But we will often find that the truth in our testimony will always needle those who are in sin and error.  This needling of the Holy Spirit, and perhaps assisted by the Christian telling the truth, is necessary for the repair (redemption) of the sinner.


In the illustration, the needle represents the piercing, painful conviction of the Holy Spirit, without which a person cannot be saved.  The thread represents the saving Gospel, that makes the rent sinner “whole.”  The sewer represents the Christian, who is the agent being used to skillfully use both the needle and the thread.  (Source undocumented; my adaptation and explanation)  

“In true conviction, the sinner sees himself for what he really is, the world for what it really is, the law of God for what it really is, death for what it really is, hell for what it really is, Christ for Who He really is, God for Who He really is, and also what judgment is.  Without this true conviction, no one will ever know God.”  (John Bunyan, who after a history of slave-trading and being a slave himself both of men and sin, was awakened through conviction and brought to the Savior.  This conviction proved to be the “grace that taught his heart to fear,” and led him to the “grace that fear relieved.”) 


Several years ago, I went with a group of men to an eastern European country on a short-term mission/training trip.  I taught and trained pastors in a seminary setting for five days, and the other team members either taught with me or engaged in various evangelism activities during the week.  When we departed on KLM Airline, we landed in Amsterdam with a full day of R and R to negotiate.  We gave great attention to the possible activity for the day, then we decided to go downtown, through Central Station and into the downtown canal district of Amsterdam.  It was during the time when drugs were legal, prostitution was legal, and every attending activity was evident on the streets.  When we stepped from the airport-to-downtown train, we walked out through a plaza where all of these things were clearly visible.  We went through the plaza to get to the downtown streets.  About a half a block from the plaza, one of the team members, a very exciteable and emotional type of guy, stopped us in the doorway of a store and said, “I don’t think I can take this.  These are the last things I will see on this trip, and they will leave images in my mind.  This will ruin every good memory I have of the trip.”  A candid statement!  So we gathered around him, joined hands and prayed for a miracle.  “Lord, please give to______ a miracle that will erase the memory of these sinful activities we have seen.”  We hardly knew what we were praying for!  Most of the group decided to catch a trolley out to the Van Gogh Museum, about a two-hour trip, but this emotional man decided to stay downtown, “waiting for the YWAM (Youth With a Mission, a radical missions organization) office and bookstore to open in just a short while.”  So we left him and told him where and when we would return.  About 2 to 3 hours later, we rode the trolley back downtown.  We were to leave the trolley at the corner just beyond the YWAM office.  When we passed the office building, we saw this emotional man engaged in animated conversation with a man on the street.  We got off the trolley and stood at the corner of the building, watching as the two of them engaged in excited conversation.  Finally, I became impatient and said, “Let’s go and see what is happening.”  We hurried over to these two men.  When our team member saw us coming, he fairly shouted to me, “Herb, you’re not going to believe this!  You’ve got to hear this man’s story.”  While the two of them were talking (just before we arrived on the trolley), a man had approached them, inquiring about the “red-light district” of downtown Amsterdam.  Our man said, “Sir, you don’t need a prostitute; you need something a lot better than that”—and he shared Christ with the man.  After a few minutes, the man went over to the wall beside the sidewalk, knelt with these two men, and received Christ!  Installment Number Two of the miracle we have requested for this man!  But the First Installment was equally incredible.  While my emotional team member was standing outside the YWAM building waiting for the office to open, a stranger walked up joined him in waiting.  They began to talk, and it was disclosed that this man had been a top-drawer drug runner for the China Drug Cartel, one of the biggest drug traffickers in Amsterdam.  One Friday night, he was at a brothel-bar in downtown Amsterdam, and was seated at a table where a stripper was dancing.  As she was dancing, she was mocking various religions.  She roughly mentioned Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and then she said viciously, “And of course, everybody knows that Jesus loves you!”  The man at the table heard that—and could not get it out of his mind.  Suddenly, his drinks were tasteless and his pleasure was not so enjoyable any more.  Finally, he jumped up from his seat, miserable, and ran out of the place. He had a difficult time sleeping that night, and remained troubled by that sentence throughout the next day.  Saturday night was also a miserable night.  So he did the only thing he knew to do.  He got up on Sunday morning and ventured out to find a church.  It just “happened” that he attended the best evangelical church in Amsterdam that morning!  Primed and ready, he responded brokenly to the invitation and gave his heart to Christ.  When I approached him and my emotional fellow team member on the street, and after this story was repeated, the former drug runner said, “Tell me how to explain that.  I didn’t remember anything that stripper said about Confucianism, Buddhism, Hinduism or Islam, but when she said, “Jesus loves you,” I couldn’t get it out of my mind.  Why?”  I waited for my team member brother in Christ to answer, but he stood silent.  I called him by name and said, “______, give the man an answer!”  He looked dumbfounded, so I said, “Tell him why he only remembered that sentence.  The reason is, Confucius doesn’t have a Holy Spirit, Buddha has no Holy Spirit, Mohammed has no Holy Spirit!  When she mentioned Jesus, she gave His Holy Spirit a tool to work with, and look at the results!”  (A true story which occurred at my fingertips in downtown Amsterdam in the Netherlands) 

The only way any human being can ever be saved is to (actually, not theoretically) know that he’s lost.  Jesus said, “They that are whole don’t need a physician, but those who are sick.”  A well man doesn’t need a doctor.  Only sick people need doctors.  The person who doesn’t know he is lost doesn’t feel any need for a Savior.  It’s only when a man becomes burdened by his sin and realizes that the worst thing he’s ever done is to turn his back upon Jesus Christ , then he can turn to Christ and find peace and joy in his heart.  Only the Holy Spirit can convict a man of this need.  (Roland Leavell)


One of my favorite newspaper comic strips is one about two goofy characters named “Frank & Ernest.”  Of course, the title is taken from the names of the two main characters.  In today’s “Frank & Ernest” cartoon, our truth is illustrated.  Frank and Ernie are approaching the club house on the golf course after playing 18 holes of golf.  Frank is holding a score card in one hand as he carries his golf clubs in the other.  He says to Ernie, “I never realized what a bad golfer I was until somebody else kept score.”  Think of it.  It is easy to cheat, to be dishonest, to not be objective about yourself, if you keep your own score.  But golf is played by rigid rules, and the score is to be kept in rigid honesty and accuracy.  If you keep your own score, you can “hit 5, shout 4 (fore!), and write down  3.”   But  if  an  objective  scorekeeper  keeps the score, the truth will be told.

Even  so,  if  sinners  keep  their  own  score,  playing  by  their  own  rules  and matching themselves  against  their  own standards, they will think they are good folks.  But if God keeps the score, that’s a different story.  Well, the Holy Spirit is the Scorekeeper, and He holds you to God’s Perfect  Standard,  that of absolute holiness, and convicts you of your sins when you fail.  This is the first necessary step to Divine salvation.  (Mine)
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