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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. Christ is risen! He is risen, indeed!
Alleluia! Our text for today is all of the Gospel reading, with particular focus on these words of Jesus, “I have
said all these things to you to keep you from falling away.” So far the Word of the Lord.
Everyone needs encouragement from time to time. When Jesus refers to the “Helper” in our text, the word
is parakletos (παράκλητος). Parakletos can be translated “Helper”, “Comforter”, or what I think is most helpful
in the case of today’s Gospel reading, “Encourager.” It is used only of the Holy Spirit in all but one instance in
the Bible. The only exception is where it is used of Jesus in 1 John 2:1 where we read, “But if anyone does sin,
we have an advocate - παράκλητος – with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous.” So, it is a word used only
of God. But I do think it’s important that you understand that parakletos can mean all four things: Helper,
Comforter, Encourager, or Advocate.
Pertaining particularly to the Holy Spirit, He is always our “Helper.” The way the Holy Spirit helps us is
by comforting us when we are convicted by the Law and need the consoling message of the Gospel. Thus the
Holy Spirit comforts by the Word. The feeling of comfort is a by-product. When we are comforted it is when the
Holy Spirit produces faith in us to trust God’s Word. The Spirit uses the Scriptures as the means by which He
brings comfort. If we have comfort in something that contradicts what Scripture teaches, that is a comfort
produced not by God but by the flesh, the world, or the Devil Himself.
In the same way the Holy Spirit comforts us, He also is our “Encourager” when we need the support to
get through the “fiery trials that come upon [us] to test [us]” (1 Pet 4:12) as we heard in the Epistle reading.
Like a person running a marathon, the Holy Spirit encourages us “to run with endurance the race that is set
before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith” (Heb 12:1-2). Thus, the Holy Spirit’s
Office is always to, as Jesus says, “bear witness about Me” (Jn 15:26). The Holy Spirit is always directing our
hearts and minds to Jesus! The Holy Spirit is always helping, comforting, and/or encouraging Christians!
Jesus promises the coming Holy Spirit, which we will celebrate next week on Pentecost, in order to prepare
the disciples for the hard road ahead of them, precisely when they will need the help, comfort, and encouragement!
Jesus warns them, “They will put you out of the synagogues. Indeed, the hour is coming when whoever kills
you will think he is offering service to God” (Jn 16:2-3). Those who think they are worshipping the true God
will slaughter the very sheep of His pasture! If Jesus says this about and to His disciples, it is no wonder that Peter
can say in his Epistle today, “Beloved, don’t be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test
you, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice insofar as you share Christ’s
sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when His glory is revealed” (1 Pet 4:12-13).
As the disciples were warned they would suffer, so also the Christian today is given the same warning.
This is why when we aren’t suffering as Christians, we should be offering our endless prayers of thanksgiving
for the Lord’s undeserved mercy! Remember, Peter said, “don’t be surprised” when you suffer. The surprise
should come when we aren’t suffering! Because we have been so richly blessed beyond measure in this country,
it is so easy to fall into complacency or apathy. I would almost dare to say we all at least in some sense feel a
sense of entitlement to not suffer, as if a first world free country is beyond that.
Just think for a moment about the world-wide pandemic this past year. During the Black Death in the
Middle Ages, 30-50% of the entire European population was wiped out. God has been incredibly merciful that
this pandemic has had a death rate of just over 1% of those actually infected! God has greatly spared us. Certainly
we are thankful for the intellect God has granted man, and we are thankful when science serves God, don’t get
me wrong. But don’t think for a second that a mere vaccine means an automatic end to this whole thing, lest we
put our fear love and trust in a shot rather than a merciful God. For just as quickly as this virus has mutated is just
as quickly as God could allow something else or worse to spring up that could bring much more carnage. Look
at the Scriptures. As Job says, “It is the Lord who gives and the Lord who takes away; blessed be the name
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of the Lord!” (Job 1:21). God is the God over all the living. He is also the God of pestilence, wars, and disasters,
too. Nothing happens or doesn’t happen apart from His will and power. Whenever plague or pestilence wrought
disaster upon God’s people in the Scriptures, it was always a consequence of the people’s unfaithfulness, and it
was God’s way of bringing His people to repentance and faith. This is why when calamity strikes, our first
response should always be repentance; that with humble hearts we may beseech the Lord’s mercy for Jesus’ sake
– mercy to get us through the fiery trial.
When we do, we have the Scriptures by which the Holy Spirit brings us help, comfort, and encouragement.
Look at Psalm 91, for example. The Christian boldly confesses, “I will say to the LORD, "My refuge and my
fortress, my God, in whom I trust." 3 For he will deliver you from the snare of the fowler and from the
deadly pestilence. 4 He will cover you with his pinions, and under his wings you will find refuge; his
faithfulness is a shield and buckler. 5 You will not fear the terror of the night, nor the arrow that flies by
day, 6 nor the pestilence that stalks in darkness, nor the destruction that wastes at noonday. 7 A thousand
may fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, but it will not come near you. 8 You will only look
with your eyes and see the recompense of the wicked. 9 Because you have made the LORD your dwelling
place-- the Most High, who is my refuge-- 10 no evil shall be allowed to befall you, no plague come near your
tent” (vv. 2-10).
Notice the Psalmist doesn’t say, “You won’t get sick.” He doesn’t even say, “You won’t die.” The
recompense of the wicked refers to their damnation because they didn’t trust in the Lord. When it says these bad
things won’t “come near you” or no plague will come near “your tent”, it doesn’t mean those who take refuge in
the Lord are exempt from these dangers. Instead it means God will guard you in body and soul even in the midst
of them (TLSB note, Ps 91:10). For the Christian life is not merely an earthly life. Though at God’s appointed
time, death will come to us all unless Christ returns first, Jesus says in John 10:28, “I give them eternal life,
and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand.” Earthly life and comforts are
fleeting. Eternal life is without end! Though ten thousand people might fall around us, the Christian will not be
deterred because the Lord is our rock and our fortress. The Lord spares His people of spiritual disaster. Think of
the words we just sang. Christ is “our health while we are living, our life when we shall die” (LSB #539). When
the Christian makes the LORD his dwelling place, no evil can befall him regardless of what happens to him on
this side of glory!
This all matters because the Lord spoke the words of our Gospel reading to the disciples in order to keep
them from falling. The word translated “falling away” in our text is not the word for apostasy, which means a
falling away from the faith. Instead it’s σκανδαλισθῆτε; cause to stumble, be offended.
You see the help, comfort, and encouragement of the Holy Spirit is not that the Holy Spirit will spare us
from suffering as if because we are Christians nothing bad will happen to us. Though, it needs to be said God
indeed spares us much suffering because He is merciful! Instead, the help, comfort, and encouragement of the
Holy Spirit enables us to face suffering with confidence and boldness and the assurance of the Gospel. Jesus is
our confidence as we sang in the opening hymn! Jesus was encouraging His disciples so that they wouldn’t fall
away when the world started killing them off; that they wouldn’t stumble in the Faith thinking the Lord had
abandoned them. Jesus was preparing them to suffer for His name’s sake! They trusted God’s Word! When Jesus
ascended into heaven He made a promise: “Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age” (Mt 28:20).
The Christian is never alone! The Christian never suffers alone! The Holy Spirit is here for you in His Word to
help, to comfort, and to encourage. Jesus says, “Come to me all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give
you rest” (Mt 11:28). Come to Jesus. Meet Him at the altar where He comes to you in His body and blood for
the forgiveness of sins. And trust His word that what He gives you is for the strengthening and preserving of both
body and soul. He delivers you from pestilence and disaster; from the terrors of the night and Satan’s arrows that
fly by day.
The same Word of God which encouraged the disciples then continues to encourage you today. The Word
cannot but achieve the purpose for which God sends it (Isa 55:11). It will keep you from falling, and preserve
you steadfast in the one true faith until life everlasting. Until next year, Christ is risen! He is risen, indeed!
Alleluia! Amen.

