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When I was in college, one of our favorite hymns sung during chapel services was “The Comforter Has Come.”  It was written well over a hundred years ago and yet we found its message of hope and deliverance through Christ’s presence in the here and now extremely contemporary and one we often needed to be reminded of:


O spread the tidings ‘round,

wherever man is found,

Wherever human hearts

and human woes abound;

Let ev’ry Christian tongue

proclaim the joyful sound:

The Comforter has come!

Then we’d all raise our voices for the refrain:
The Comforter has come, 

the Comforter has come!

The Holy Ghost from Heav’n, 

the Father’s promise giv’n;

O spread the tidings ‘round,

wherever man is found–

The Comforter has come!

The notion of the “Comforter” coming was of course a reference to the presence of the Holy Spirit in the midst of our worship but also in our personal lives.  It comes from John 14:16, part of this morning’s New Testament text, where John--the Gospel writer--is quoting Jesus as saying, “And I will pray the Father, and he shall give you another Comforter, that he may abide with you for ever; even the Spirit of truth.”  The word translated “Comforter” (which is how the King James Version translates the word) is found only in the writings of St. John but a more ACCURATE translation of the term is “Advocate” or one who stands beside us and pleads our cause.  Elsewhere, John writes “We have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous,” that is, there is one in heaven before God who appears there on our behalf, supporting our cause, urging our plea, ever living to “make intercession for us.”  It was often the custom in ancient law courts to have defendants appear with one or more of their most influential friends, who were called in Greek paracletus and in Latin advocatus.  These representatives advised them what to do, what to say, spoke for them, and acted on their behalf.  They made the cause of their friends THEIR cause, standing BY them and FOR them in the trials, difficulties, and dangers of their situation.  When Jesus promises “another” paraclete, he is assuring them that not only was his own personal presence something they could depend on, but they would receive a SECOND advocate or supporter and that would be the Holy Spirit.  The Judge would be God, the Father, but if they had the Son and the Spirit in their corner, there would never be any reason to be concerned.


But in these verses, Jesus promises them something MORE than just an “Advocate,” one who would stand with them and support them in the moments of their greatest trials.  He also promises that he would return for them: “I will not leave you desolate; I will come to you.  Yet a little while, and the world will see me no more, but you will see me; because I live, you will live also.”  Now keep in mind that our lesson is Jesus’ Farewell Discourse to his disciples as he prepares them for his impending arrest, trial, conviction, and then crucifixion.  There is great consternation, even fear among them over what will become of them in the absence of their Leader.  But here Jesus ALLAYS their fears by telling them that though he will be gone for a short time, he WILL return for them so they will not be forsaken or alone.  The word he uses means “orphans.”  He knew that without him, they would be a group of “orphans,” leaderless in the world.  But they could take heart in knowing that he WOULD return for them, a reference to his post-resurrection appearances.  They would convince them that they were NOT alone, that in fact there was NOTHING that could possibly separate them from either his presence or his love. 


The way in which he insures that his presence WILL be among them and even IN them is through the promised gift of his Holy Spirit.  He will take up residence in their midst and even in their hearts by bestowing upon them his OWN spirit.  This is the spirit of Truth and it would speak to them and guide them even as HE spoke them on a daily basis.  However, through his Spirit, he would become even MORE intimate, MORE personal to them than he presently was for not only would he be at their sides accompanying them wherever they went and in every situation that would arise, he would reside in their very being- in their heart and mind and spirit, essentially becoming their spiritual DNA.  Even as he and the Father were one, so through the Spirit would he and his disciples enjoy that very SAME intimacy.


Now one continuous theme throughout John’s gospel is that God does not live in sanctuaries or temples made by human hands, but only in human hearts made of flesh.  If people wonder where God is or resides, you don’t have to bother peering up into the skies.  God doesn’t live “up there” nor does he live in some strange, mystical residence we often call “heaven.”  No, for John, God’s place of residency is in one place and one place ALONE, and that is in the hearts of his brothers and sisters.  At the beginning of this chapter Jesus begins his Farewell Discourse by telling his followers, “Let not your hearts be troubled; believe in God, believe also in me.  In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?  And when I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I may you may be also.”  Contrary to what you hear at many funeral services when the preacher quotes these verses to convey the notion that Jesus is putting the final touches on a divine condominium which has the deceased’s name inscribed on the mailbox, he is in fact saying something entirely different.  The place that Jesus is going to and preparing is NOT heaven; it’s NOT some special sphere or housing development that only the righteous inhabit.  Rather, it’s the HUMAN HEART!  Jesus abides in the hearts of his disciples, in the hearts of those saints of the Early Church, in the hearts of the members of the body of Christ throughout the ages and around the world, and he resides in the hearts of you and of me THIS VERY MORNING!


He goes about preparing the heart by TENDERIZING it with words of love, reminding each of us that he cares for us and will never us go; he seasons the human heart through GENTLE CRITICISM, that is, by speaking to our conscience and reminding us that we are ALL fallible and in need of grace; he prepares it by allowing us to experience TRAGEDY OF ALL KINDS, letting us know that we’re all stronger than we realize and that when it DOES befall us, there is plenty of love and support available from both him and those around us to help bear us through; and he prepares it by filling us with a PEACE that the scriptures say “passes all human understanding,” a peace within the soul that enables us to rejoice and stay positive even when everything seems against us!  THIS is the home that Jesus resides in, the ONLY dwelling place that Christ–who said of himself that where birds have nests and foxes have holes, he had NO place to lay his head in–has ever known!


One of the most unforgettable sermons ever preached from ANY Presbyterian pulpit was delivered years ago by Dr. Robert Boyd Munger, a great pastor and Christian leader.  It was entitled “My Heart: Christ’s Home,” and periodically I will meet persons who swear to me that they were there in the congregation the Sunday he first preached it.  What he does in this sermon is describe what happens after inviting Jesus to come into one’s heart to live.  Quoting from it:

In the joy of this new relationship I said to Jesus Christ, ‘Lord, I want this heart of mine to be Yours.  I want to have You settle down here and be perfectly at home.  Everything that I have belongs to You.  Let me show you around.
The host then takes him through the various rooms in the house but in each one, Jesus helps him to see that there is yet something left unfinished or missing in it.  In the STUDY, Jesus gazes upon the many books and magazines but there are no scriptures for him to meditate upon; in the DINING ROOM, there is food of every kind except the food that truly satisfies and leads to eternal life; in the LIVING ROOM, there are all kinds of activities to involve oneself in except cultivating time with Christ himself; in the WORKROOM, there are tools to create just about any gadget except that which produces life for God’s kingdom; in the REC ROOM, there are many opportunities for fun and fellowship except comradeship with God’s people; and in the HALL CLOSET which he always kept locked, there were all kinds of rotting attachments that he’s hoarded and refused to let go.  Jesus has to get the key from him and clean it out himself.  At the conclusion of the sermon, this thought comes to the home owner: 


“Lord, is there any chance that you would take over the management of the whole house and operate it for me as You did that closet?  Would You take the responsibility to keep my life what it ought to be?”  His face lit up as He replied, “I’d love to!  That is what I want to do.  You cannot be a victorious Christian in your own strength.  Let me do it through you and for you.  That is the way.  “But,“ he added slowly, “I am just a guest.  I have no authority to proceed, since the property is not mine.”




Dropping to my knees, I said, “Lord, you have been a guest and I have been the host.  From now on I am going to be the servant.  You are going to be the owner and Master.”  Running as fast as I could to the strongbox, I took out the title deed to the house describing its assets and liabilities, location and situation.  I eagerly signed the house over to Him alone for time and eternity.  “Here,” I said.  “Here it is, all that I am and all that I have, forever.  Now You run the house.  I’ll just remain with You as a servant and friend.”


Things are different since Jesus Christ has settled down and has made His home in my heart.

Friends, the hardest thing about faith is not believing that there IS a God.  It is a fact that ALL of us have ALL KINDS of gods of which we’re MORE than willing to trust or place our faith in, and they’re not just limited to our jobs, our homes, our families, our cars, our bank accounts, or our status in the community- each a god in its own right.  Rather, I’ve come to discover that the HARDEST thing to believe is that the one god we CAN’T possess, the god who in fact possesses US, inhabits us with his personal presence and makes our heart his home.  THAT is the hardest thing for ANY person, for any CHRISTIAN to actually believe.  If we ever wanted religion to become real to us, to make an actual difference in our lives, we then have to confront the reality that God desires nothing more than to be a living, creative, energizing presence who inhabits us and influences our being.  And in time, we learn how this God shapes our character by manifesting himself through our lives, what the Bible calls the fruit of the Holy Spirit.  They include such qualities as love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  To open up ourselves to God and invite him in is to invite all those good fruit of his to replace all the rotten ones that had been there before.  It may take some time but there WILL be a difference- a difference in terms of the direction of our lives, a change in the very quality of our living.  The problem, however, is that many of us find it hard to believe that there really, truly IS a living Spirit of God within us, capable of making and maintaining any fundamental change in our lives.  Regardless whether you’re young or old, male or female, fifty pounds over-weight or twenty pounds malnourished, your body is the “temple of the Holy Spirit” and your heart becomes his pillow.  He is with you in your coming and in your going, in your waking and in your sleeping, in your successes and in your failures.  And if you TRULY believe that in your heart of hearts, then YOUR life will be filled with a tremendous new conviction, and the song that will swell from your lips will sound very much like the one I used to sing so many years ago:

O boundless love divine!

How shall this tongue of mine

To wond’ring mortals tell

the matchless grace divine–

That I, a child of hell,

should in His image shine!

The Comforter has come!


Let us pray...


Gracious God, fill us this morning with this one conviction: that we may we never doubt either your presence in us or your love for us.  Day-by-day, may the evidence of your care and commitment become increasingly evident to those around us in and through our OWN presence and love towards others.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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