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What in the World is the Holy Spirit Doing Today? 
John 16:5-11 

 

We live in a crazy world.  I know it’s always been that way.  But it certainly seems to be getting worse, 

doesn’t it?  It is easy to look at the world and shake one’s head in disbelief at what is happening.  It 

makes one want to ask the question, “is there any hope?”  “What is God doing in the world (if 

anything)?”  “Doesn’t God care about all the foolishness and sin?”  “Are we alone in the quest for 

morality?”  “Is it all up to us to preserve a semblance of moral rightness?”   

 

We are not the first generation to ask these questions.  In the first century, as Christ was preparing to go 

to the cross, the disciples were asking the same things.  And in the upper room on the night of His 

betrayal Jesus affirmed to the disciples that He would leave them One who not only would work in 

them, but He would also be at work in the world. 

 

Those who are being persecuted and mocked for their faith are not being left defenseless.  The Holy 

Spirit is on hand to provide all that they need.  He is their Helper and Advocate (John 14:16, 26; 15:26) 

and now Jesus tells them in chapter 16 that the Spirit is also the Prosecutor — convicting sinful people 

of being in the wrong and bringing them to salvation.  In a sense, this passage explains the Holy Spirit’s 

work as an evangelist.  While we are His mouthpieces articulating the gospel to unbelievers, we 

understand that we are incapable to change the hearts of unbelievers.  That’s the Spirit’s work and that 

is what He is actually doing in the world. 

 

THE HOLY SPIRIT RESIDES IN BELIEVERS TO CONFORM THEM TO CHRIST, AND HE IS ALSO ACTIVE IN THE 

WORLD TO CONVICT UNBELIEVERS AND LEAD THEM TO SALVATION. 

 

CONTEXT:  The PROFITABILITY of the Holy Spirit (vv. 5-7) 

1. The Work of the Spirit to CONVICT the World  (v. 8) 

2. The Work of the Spirit to Convict the World of its SIN (v. 9) 

3. The Work of the Spirit to Convict the World of its UNRIGHTEOUSNESS  (v. 10) 

4. The Work of the Spirit to Convict the World of Coming JUDGMENT  (v. 11) 
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THE HOLY SPIRIT RESIDES IN BELIEVERS TO CONFORM THEM TO CHRIST, AND HE IS ALSO ACTIVE IN THE 

WORLD TO CONVICT UNBELIEVERS AND LEAD THEM TO SALVATION. 

 

CONTEXT:  The Profitability of the Holy Spirit (vv. 5-7) — Jesus begins to address fears of 11 

 

• Throughout His teaching in the Upper Room, Jesus has been preparing the disciples for His 

departure and His provision of the Holy Spirit once He is gone (e.g., 14:16-18, 25-26; 15:26-27). 

• But that wasn’t what the disciples heard; all they heard was, “if I go…” (e.g., 13:33; 14:3).  So the 

disciples asked what seemed a logical question, “Lord, where are you going?” (13:36; 14:5, 8).  

Now in chapter 16 Jesus says, “None of you asks me, ‘Where are you going?’” (v. 5).  But didn’t 

they ask Him that?  Yes, they did.  And no they didn’t.   

 If a father makes a promise to his young children that he will take them to the park to swing and 

then get pizza and ice cream and then an urgent business matter arises that precludes him from 

taking them, the children might say, “Dad, where are you going…”  But they really aren’t 

interested in knowing his destination.  They are just perturbed that they aren’t going to the park 

or getting treats.  Their question isn’t a question; it’s a protest. 

 That’s what it was with the disciples; they weren’t asking questions.  They weren’t really 

interested in Christ’s purposes; they just didn’t want to be stranded, so they were protesting the 

departure of Christ.  Their hearts were filled with sorrow (v. 6).  In fact, Jesus is specific — it is 

the sorrow…, i.e., it was a particular sorrow, the sorrow that came from Jesus’ talk about His 

leaving.  The sorrow was very real, but it was sorrow for themselves being left rather than for 

what Christ was going to endure.  And, they were sorrowful because they did not comprehend 

Christ’s power and provision for them. 

 

• Christ corrects them with the words it is to your advantage:  i.e., it’s profitable! 

 In fact, Jesus is emphatic:  I tell you the truth = this is a true statement — in spite of their fears, 

Christ’s word is dependable! 

 In what way was it an advantage for Jesus to leave?   

➢ If Christ didn’t leave, then the Holy Spirit wouldn’t come.  Why couldn’t the Spirit come if 

Christ stayed on earth? 

… Because the fundamental responsibility of the Spirit is to reveal Christ’s person and 

work and that wouldn’t be fully accomplished until after the cross and ascension (Jn. 

14:26; 1 Jn. 4:2). 

… Because the Spirit was a gift from the Father to the church to authenticate the completed 

ministry of Christ (Acts 2:33; Jn. 7:39; Gal. 3:14). 

➢ But if Christ did leave, then the Holy Spirit would come. 
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… Jesus identifies the Holy Spirit as the Helper = Cf. Jn. 14:16, 26.  The one who is 

“Comforter/helper” is one who comes to the aid of another — perhaps as a lawyer/ 

defender; gives strength to one who needs aid.   

… As the Helper, the Spirit is not limited to singular ministry to whomever He is with at 

that moment, as Christ was while on earth.   

… As the Helper, the Spirit is not only with believers, He indwells believers, empowering 

them to do what Christ has commanded them to do. 

… As the Helper, the Spirit perpetually and eternally indwells believers (forever, 14:16). 

… In other words, while it is tempting to say, “Oh, if I had only been alive and in Galilee 

while Jesus walked the earth,” believers today have a spiritual privilege not enjoyed by 

those who lived and walked with Christ!! (That is amplified in 16:12-15.) 

… And in this specific context (chapter 16), the arrival of the Spirit was an advantage 

because He would help them in living in the world that persecutes them (v. 2; 5:18-20).   

 

• So the question then logically becomes, “Just what will the Holy Spirit do in the world?”  We know 

He indwells believers and baptizes them into Christ and indwells and seals and produces fruit and 

gives gifts to them.  But what does He do in the world? 

 

 

1. The Work of the Spirit to CONVICT the World  (v. 8) 

 

• Notice that as Jesus begins His explanation of the Holy Spirit’s work in the world, he says, And He.  

The pronoun is emphatic; Jesus is affirming that this is the work of the Spirit and not the work of 

man.  While we have responsibilities that the Lord has given us, there are things that are given to 

the Spirit alone to accomplish, and this is one of them. 

• When the Spirit comes, He will convict the world…  

 The basic sense of the verb convict is to “expose, to reprove, to show someone his sin so that he 

will be moved to repent of that sin.” (e.g., Mt. 18:15 [“show him”]; Jude 15) 

 Through His convicting work the Spirit confronts and corrects human beings in their sin so that 

they are forced to condemn themselves after careful scrutiny in the court of their conscience. 

 This does not mean that every individual will turn to Christ in repentance, but it does mean that 

anyone that does repent does so only because the Spirit has done this convicting work. 

 If a man is dead in his sins (Eph. 2:1-3), it is only the Spirit who can awaken him to an 

awareness of those sins and enliven him to respond in faith to Christ’s offer of salvation.  Blind 

and dead men (Eph. 4:18-19; 2 Cor. 4:4) cannot see to respond to Christ until the HS convicts. 
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• Specifically, this convicting work is over the three basic issues that determine one’s spiritual state 

— the world’s sin, unrighteousness, and its coming judgment.  The Spirit shames the world of its 

inadequacy which then points the world to Christ as its only hope. 

 This, then, is the task of the evangelist; and the Holy Spirit is the great evangelist in the world, 

working to bring about the conviction of sinners so they repent and turn to Christ. 

 The task of evangelism in the world did not belong to the disciples alone but it was done by the 

Holy Spirit, through them (cf. also 3:8). 

 As we began an evangelism training class this morning, it is good to remember that it is not our 

task to convict people.  It is not our task to make them respond in faith.  Our task is to tell them 

the bad news of their sin and the good news of Christ’s death and resurrection and let the Spirit 

do His work of convicting. 

 

 

2. The Work of the Spirit to Convict the World of its SIN (v. 9) 

 

• The first work of conviction that the Spirit does in the world concerns sin.   

 What is sin?  Here are a couple examples of what the world thinks sin is: 

➢ “In a closed society where everybody’s guilty, the only crime is getting caught. In a world of 

thieves, the only final sin is stupidity.” [Hunter S. Thompson] 

➢ “When a polling organization in Britain asked a thousand citizens to update the list of Seven 

Deadly Sins, the results showed an increasing shift in the understanding of sin. The original 

seven (pride, envy, wrath, sloth, lust, avarice, and gluttony…) were replaced by cruelty, 

adultery, bigotry, dishonesty, hypocrisy, greed, and selfishness. Formerly the essence of sin 

lay in offending God by failing to curb one’s lower nature. In the revised list, sin is equated 

with causing pain or mental distress to people.” [National Review, 2/28/05; in DJ, July-

Aug., 2005, p. 14.]   

 But the standard of God is different (1 Jn. 3:4b — “sin is lawlessness”): 

 

“Sin is cosmic treason.…With those words, I was trying to communicate the seriousness of human sin. 

We rarely take the time to think through the ramifications of our sin. We fail to realize that in even the 

slightest sins we commit, such as little white lies and other peccadilloes, we are violating the law of the 

Creator of the universe. In the smallest sin we defy God’s right to rule and to reign over His creation. 

Instead, we seek to usurp for ourselves the authority and the power that belong properly to God. Even 

the slightest sin does violence to His holiness, to His glory, and to His righteousness. Every sin, no 

matter how seemingly insignificant, is truly and act of treason against the cosmic King.” [R.C. Sproul] 
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➢ “Sin is anything one does when he is not satisfied with God.” (MacArthur)   

➢ And the first essential work of the Spirit in the world is convicting unbelievers in the world 

that they are sinners in rebellion against God.  He shows them what their sin is. 

➢ As you contemplate this work of the Spirit, don’t think, “the world knows nothing at all 

about sin and the Spirit is revealing to the world what sin is.”  No, watch the news or read 

the newspaper or sit in a courtroom and you will see that the world understands what sin is.  

The world knows about sin, but what it lacks is conviction and reproof about its sin.  And 

that is just what the Spirit provides. 

 

• But the Holy Spirit does not just convict men of sin in general but of one sin in particular — the sin, 

Jesus says, that they do no believe in Me. 

 The word because can also be translated “that,” with the sense of “the Spirit convicts of sin and 

particularly that they do not believe in Me.  There is one ultimate sin that supersedes all other 

sins; there is one sin that is greater than any other sin, and it is the sin of rejection of Christ. 

 “This unbelief leaves [the world] in its damnable sin, doomed and damned forever.” [Lenski]  

(8:21-24) 

 The horror of this unbelief is that it leaves the world in a perpetual state of blindness and death.  

Unbelievers do not perceive that they are dead and need life (5:39-40). 

 And we cannot awaken them to that reality either.  Many of you have prayed for many years for 

loved ones; you have shared the gospel many times and there is yet no change.  Why?  Because 

you can’t convict someone of their deadness.  This is a work of the Spirit alone.  And this is the 

very thing that He has come into the world to do.  He does what we cannot — He convicts men 

of their sin and unbelief. 

 
 
3. The Work of the Spirit to Convict the World of its UNRIGHTEOUSNESS  (v. 10) 

 
• The convicting work of the Holy Spirit is not only of the individual’s own sin, but also convicting 

him about righteousness. 

• There are few people in the world who will affirm that they are unrighteous (e.g., Mt. 5:21-48).  

Man attempts to supplant Christ’s righteousness with his own (Acts 3:14-15; Is. 53:11). 

 

“The world is far from freely and frankly admitting its sin.  It, indeed, feels and knows its sin, especially 

the gross forms which are too evident to be denied.  But always it seeks to cover up its sin, to excuse it in 

some way, to make it something less than real sin.  The world everlastingly seeks ‘righteousness’ in some 

form, either making itself the judge of its own case, or, when it thinks of God as the judge, conceiving 

him as a God who deals gently with sin.” [Lenski, Interpreting John, 1084.] 
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• Yet Scripture is clear that it is impossible for man to be righteous on his own (Mt. 5:48; Rom. 3:10-

12, 20).  So when Jesus says that the Spirit will come to convict the world concerning 

righteousness, He is not saying that the Spirit will come to convince the world that the world is 

righteous.  No, Jesus is saying that the Spirit will come to convict the world about the true nature of 

righteousness (and that they do not have that righteousness, Rom. 3:21-23). 

• Who is the supreme demonstration of righteousness?  Jesus Christ.   

 For Jesus to go to the Father means that His death and resurrection were accepted by the Father 

and that He is pleasing to the Father and that He has a right to assume His exalted position in 

Heaven.  The Father has accepted Him. 

 And the fact that we no longer see Him means that He is in that exalted position at the Father’s 

right hand (Phil. 2:9; Eph. 1:20-22). 

• Because no one is righteous but Christ, there is only one means of being declared righteous and that 

is through the work of Christ and that is just what the Spirit has come to declare to the world — 

“you are not righteous, but there is One who is and when you trust Him, His righteousness will be 

imputed (accounted) to you” (2 Cor. 5:21).  This is the convicting work that the Spirit is doing in 

the world — even today. 

 

 

4. The Work of the Spirit to Convict the World of Coming JUDGMENT  (v. 11) 

 

• The Spirit works in the world to reveal the sinfulness of sinners to them; and then He convicts them 

of the standard of Christ’s righteousness that must be possessed to be pleasing to God; and now He 

convicts the world about the immanent judgment of God if they reject Christ. 

• The Spirit convicts regarding judgment.   

 One of Satan’s great works is to blind the eyes of the unbelievers so that they cannot see the 

truth of the gospel of Christ (2 Cor. 4:5). 

 And with that blindness he also blinds them to the certainty of coming judgment.  The world is 

convinced that it can sin with impunity — that there are no necessary consequences for sin. 

 The work of the Spirit is to convict unbelievers that there most certainly is a coming judgment 

(e.g., Mt. 12:18, 36; Heb. 9:27; 10:27; Jude 15; Rev. 14:7).  In fact, those who do not believe 

have already been judged — cf. Jn. 3:18-19; and the One who judges is Christ (whom the world 

has been led to believe is “love” and would not judge — cf. Jn. 5:22, 24ff; 8:16). 

 

• To be convinced of the coming judgment, the world only needs to look at its ruler:  the ruler of this 

world has been judged.  Notice the past tense — has been.  Even before the cross, the final end of 

Satan was secure and sure.  It was a completed judgment and it continues to be complete. 
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• In what sense has Satan already been judged if he has not been bound? 

 There is a sense in which Satan was defeated at the temptation of Christ — he made every 

attempt to get Christ to abort the plan of the cross and Christ did not give in to the temptations.  

When Christ did not give in to those temptations, Satan was already defeated. 

 With the death and resurrection of Christ, sin and death were actually defeated and Satan’s 

outcome secured (Heb. 2:14). 

 But like a condemned criminal, Satan is still active until the “execution” and carrying out of his 

sentence comes (Rev. 20:2, 7ff).  So Satan has been judged and he will yet be completely and 

finally judged at the end of the age. 

 Here is the irony of the cross:  Jesus is apparently defeated but really victorious and Satan is 

apparently victorious but really defeated.  The Spirit is working in the world to convict 

unbelievers of this truth. 

• Here is the point of Christ — if ruler of world is judged, so will be those who serve under Him (Mt. 

25:41)!  Satan has lost eternally and those who are united to Him through sin will be lost as well!  

The world is already condemned and it needs to learn of its plight; and that is exactly what the 

Spirit has come to do. 

• There is a progression to the Spirit’s convicting work in this passage:   

1. The Spirit demonstrates the sinner’s sinful state from God’s perspective. 

2. The Spirit demonstrates the righteousness needed for the sinner to be accepted by God and the 

sinner’s inability to attain that standard (and Christ’s provision of it). 

3. The Spirit warns of the judgment to come if the sinner continues to refuse Christ. 

 

• Now here, again, is the good news in this passage:  Jesus took the judgment that was appointed for 

sinners (Jn. 3:18a; 1 Pt. 2:24).  Christ died on the cross to absorb the wrath of God against sin so 

that we who deserve God’s wrath do not have to receive it. 

 Are you convinced of your sin?  Do you understand you sin and do not live for God? 

 Are you convinced that God demands a standard of righteousness that you do not have? 

 Are you convinced that God will judge everyone who sins and is not righteous? 

 Then flee to Christ as the Savior from your sin.  The only men who will stand before God are those 

who have received the imputed righteousness of Christ.  Turn from your sin and go to Christ.  Tell 

him you are a sinner and ask Him to forgive you and change you so that you can live for Him, and 

that is what the Spirit who is in the world will do as He also then comes to live in you. 

 

 

CONCLUSION:  This is what the HS is doing — PRAY for it in lives of unbelievers/family… 

This is what the HS is doing — and He does it through us (15:27); this is content of gospel. 


