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The following will offer an evaluation of the distinctive features and function of the Spirit according to the Gospel of John.  This pneumatologically focussed discussion will use the framework suggested by Donald Guthrie[footnoteRef:1] in his evaluation of the Spirit within Johannine Literature, examining references in the earlier part of the Gospel, the Spirit in the Passion Narrative, and finally the reception of the Spirit by the Disciples.  Beneath these periods, this essay will discuss the role and characteristics of the Spirit, including a discussion of the reception of Jesus’ teaching on the Spirit, amongst his contemporary audience. There will be a commentary on key likenesses, and differences between teaching on the Spirit contained within the Synoptic Gospels, so that whilst identifying the features and function of the spirit described within John’s Gospel, there will also be emphasis on features entirely distinctive from the Synoptic Gospels, with commentary on their likely origin and intention. [1:  Guthrie D. New Testament Theology. (Leicester.  Inter-Varsity Press. 1981) pp527-535] 

Of the four Gospels, John’s Gospel provides the fullest explanation of the actions of the Spirit, but these themes are often further explored and expanded within the Acts of the Apostles, and the letters to the fledgeling Christian communities contained within the Epistles. Whilst sources, authorship, geographical origin, timelines, and availability to other authors are debated, John’s Gospel provides a rich source of theological thought from the place and time of authorship; the end of the first Century CE, after the fall of the second Temple of Jerusalem, and defeat by Rome.  John’s gospel was written at a time when the growing Christian community must have felt real fear.  They had left their traditional religions to follow Jesus, based on Jesus’ presumed imminent return, and then found themselves without a returning Jesus, subjected to Roman persecution from around 64CE by the roman Emperor Nero and his successors.
John’s Gospel is considered the most spiritual of the Gospels, and is determined to demonstrate that the Holy Spirit, in terms of a paraclete, a champion, a teacher, and an advocate, whilst being a divine being sent by God, and sent by Jesus himself, is every bit all that they need to learn and grow in their faith, despite the challenging conditions.  

The relationship of Johannine teaching on the Spirit to that contained within the Hebrew Bible.
John Mackenzie[footnoteRef:2] notes that the Hebrew word ruach cannot be translated into a single word in English, as it can mean spirit, breath, or wind. Its English translation is therefore determined by its context.  It is, however, a word widely used in the Hebrew Bible, and is often linked to the Spirit of God.  For example, in Genesis 1:2, during creation, a wind sent from God sweeps over the face of the waters.  However, in Genesis 6:3; after the fall of humankind, and prior to the great flood, God says that he will not allow his spirit to dwell in humans as they are flesh; signifying their sinfulness.     [2:  McKenzie. JL.  Dictionary of the Bible (London:  Geoffrey Chapman, 1980). P840] 

Gerd Theissen[footnoteRef:3] notes that Judaism is striking, in that more than any other religion; it held that God was to be considered entirely separate from humanity, as he was too transcendent, too perfect, too all powerful; to have any direct relationship with humanity.  However, he notes that at the time, there was a real desire within the Jewish community to bridge the gap between humankind and the divine, and to form a closer relationship with God.   Therefore, the idea of Jesus being incarnated as flesh, would have been attractive to the potential Jewish converts to Christianity who desired a closer relationship with God.  Similarly, it would have been disastrous for that new closeness created by Jesus’ time on earth to be lost forever at his death.  The promise then, of Jesus throughout John’s gospel that Jesus would send the paraclete to continue his teaching and support the growing Christian faith, would have been a positive opportunity and reassurance at the time.  Jesus, therefore, taught that the Spirit would function as an ongoing, champion, advocate, and protector, reminding them, and explaining to them the truth of Jesus’ words.  The Spirit was not just to be an intermediary between Mankind and John, but also a protector and friend, much like a parent. [3:  Theissen G. A theory of Primitive Christian Religion. (London:  SCM Press, 1999). P55] 

John as a Jew would have been familiar to at least some extent with the use and meaning of the term Spirit within the Jewish Bible. Therefore, the use of the word Spirit is carefully selected to demonstrate the validity of the mission of Jesus Christ; who was identified at baptism by John the Baptist as having the Holy Spirit of God descending on him, and remaining on him, identifying Jesus as something other than simply a man of flesh[footnoteRef:4].  The idea of this Holy Spirit then being sent as an ongoing Paraclete; not simply replacing Jesus; but with its established divine identity, providing an ongoing support for Christian believers. [4:  John 1: 32] 

A seeming parallel to the Holy Spirit was also identified in the Dead Sea Scrolls “Rule of the Community” where reference is made to two spirits, one of darkness and one of light[footnoteRef:5] with both being created by God.  The Spirit of light shows some similarities with the Holy Spirit within the Gospel of John.  The compelling, repeated use of the word “Truth,” in connection with the Spirit of Light, alongside the statement that God has created this spirit to “walk until the time of His visitation, much like the deployment by Jesus of the Holy Spirit to act as a guide and champion until his eventual return. [5:  Vermes G, The Dead Sea Scrolls.  Qumran in Perspective. Revised Edition. (London: SCM Press Ltd.  1994) p153] 

The relationship of the Johannine teaching on the Spirit to that contained within the Synoptic Gospels.
Whilst the Holy Spirit is mentioned within the synoptic gospels, John’s gospel is considered to offer a different theology, suggesting that it originated from at least one different source or influence, this being particularly evident in the Prologue and meditations[footnoteRef:6].  Whilst the absolute timings of authorship for each of the gospels is unclear; particularly in terms of the finalization of later editing, it is considered that the gospels were originally written from Mark’s Gospel in 70 CE through to John’s Gospel written between 85-95 CE.  Whilst there is some commonality in terms of commentary on the features and function of the Holy Spirit between the gospels, the treatment of the Holy Spirit within John is far more extensive, than in the Synoptic Gospels, and has some marked differences from them. [6:  Sanders JN & Mastin BA. The Gospel According to John.  (London:  Morrison and Gibb Ltd.  1968) p 19] 

In fact, Gerd Theissen[footnoteRef:7] suggests that the four gospels bear evidence to an early Church that was not yet united in terms of belief, with at least two key strands and that potentially, the Gospels, alongside selected epistles, could each be considered to demonstrate the separate key messages of their own particular sect within the early Christian Church.   [7:  Theissen G. A theory of Primitive Christian Religion. (London:  SCM Press, 1999). P256] 

Characteristics of the Spirit described by John in the earlier (pre-Passion) part of the Gospel
Guthrie notes that in the pre-Passion part of the Gospel, there is one narrative passage and five teaching passages, and that whilst the narrative section has parallels within the Synoptic Gospels, there are not parallels to the five teaching passages.  
The first mention is in the baptism narrative John 1: 32-34 where John the Baptist testifies that he sees the Holy Spirit descend on Jesus from above, and that God had told him, that on whomever he saw the Spirit descend, he would baptize with the Holy Spirit, meaning that Jesus was the Son of God. So, the first feature and function of the Spirit, was that it was sent by God, and that it was intended as a clear identifier; not only of the divinity of Jesus; but also, an identifier and enabler of future Christians.
Steve Matthews[footnoteRef:8] suggests that the expectation that the status and importance of an individual should be recognized by a third party or dyad; in this case the Holy Spirit; was quite normal in Mediterranean culture and continues to be a cultural expectation to this day.  Matthews also notes the importance of honour in the society, with authority and status being confirmed by the Dyad, enabling the subject to interact at a particular level, in a comparable way to the caste systems of southern Asia.  Therefore, the validation of Jesus’ status by the Holy Spirit was a major step in terms of legitimization, whether that be for the Jewish people alone, or for all of humankind. [8:  Mathews S. The Holy Spirit in the Gospel of John, in the American Journal of Biblical Theology.  Volume 14 (4). January 28, 2014.  Accessed 07/12/23] 

Sidney Temple[footnoteRef:9] recommends caution regarding the use of imagery within the Gospel, pointing out that it is the “Spirit” which John sees descending onto Jesus, and not a dove.  It is only when he tries to provide a simile for the process that the image of the dove is offered.  Temple notes that what he considers the core of the Gospel does not contain the image, and instead suggests that the imagery was added later to fit in with a desire for “signs” proving the identify of Jesus as the Son of God.   [9:  Temple S.  The Core of the Fourth Gospel. (Oxford:  The Alden Press.  1975) p80] 

The coming of the Holy Spirit at the baptism of Jesus held additional deep religious significance as it was foretold in the Jewish Bible as an indicator of the presence of God.  For instance in Joel the book of Joel, when God is “in the midst of Israel[footnoteRef:10]”, and then,  “I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh[footnoteRef:11]”  Similarly in the book of Isaiah:  “The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord[footnoteRef:12]”. [10:  Joel: 2.27]  [11:  Joel: 2.28]  [12:  Isaiah: 11.2] 

Secondly in John 3: 5-8, Jesus is talking with the Pharisee Nicodemus, and he states that the only way that an individual can enter the Kingdom of God is through being (re)born through water and spirit; meaning that the Holy Spirit must be present to sanctify the rebirth of the individual and make him acceptable in the eyes of God. It is emphasised that this must be a birth “from above” and will make the recipient a child of God.
Jesus compares the action of the Holy Spirit to that of the wind, with its unseen origin and planned destination.  This may be an illusion to the nomadic past of the people of Israel, where a travelling; tented community would have had little insight into, or protection from intense winds in the desert.  
Thirdly, in John 3:34 Jesus teaches his Disciples that whilst God is above all, and whilst Jesus is “of the earth”, the Holy Spirit testifies to what he has heard, and yet he is not believed by the majority.  However, those that do accept his testimony are the true believers in God. Therefore, John is expressing that the Holy Spirit is different from both God “above” and Jesus “of the earth,” in that he is relaying the teaching he has received from God, and latterly we learn that the Holy Spirit will be relaying the teaching of Jesus to his followers.
In John 4:23 where Jesus is discussing the appropriate place for worship with a Samarian woman; he emphasis that those who worship God must do so in “spirit and truth …… (as) God is spirit”  Whilst Steve Mathews[footnoteRef:13] considers that the reference to spirit here, is a reference to the full commitment of the worshipper, rather than the Holy Spirit, in view of later references to Spirit within the gospel, it seems at least possible, that this is  reference to the Holy Spirit. [13:  Mathews S. The Holy Spirit in the Gospel of John, in the American Journal of Biblical Theology.  Volume 14 (4). January 28, 2014.  Accessed 07/12/23] 

Whilst in John 6:53, Jesus had tried to explain to the Jews, that only those who ate the bread as his flesh and drank the wine as his blood “abide in me and I in them”[footnoteRef:14].  However, later, in John 6:63, Jesus expands on the properties of the Holy Spirit for his Disciples, as he explains that it is only the Spirit that gives life; in the sense of eternal life with God, and that flesh alone is useless.  This means that Jesus is indicating that the existence of the Holy Spirit in the believer through baptism are an integral part of eternal life, and that simply eating the bread and wine, in terms of the body and blood of Christ are meaningless.   [14:  John 6:56] 

Sanders[footnoteRef:15] elaborates that John’s purpose in writing his Gospel was to bring together the themes of Jesus Christ being made flesh whilst in his incarnation on earth, and the Holy Spirit, so that through the death of Jesus the Holy Spirit could take over and be with humanity moving forward.  It is interesting to note that there is no specific teaching supporting the Doctrine of the Trinity within John’s gospel, however it is true that many of the statements are at least partially congruent with the doctrine.  For example, there are Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, each divine, with interdependencies on each other, but there appears to be a sense that the Holy Spirit is to be called by either Jesus Christ, or God, and that he could not appear until Jesus had left humankind.  Similarly, Jesus appears to have a subservience to the Father, which is not entirely congruent with the later understanding of the Holy Trinity.  [15:  Sanders JN & Mastin BA. The Gospel According to St John.  (London:  Morrison and Gibb Ltd.  1968) p 197] 

The next piece of teaching is given at John 7:37-39 where Jesus is at the festival of Booths; where a tradition held that libations would be offered from a holy well.  Jesus called out to the crowd offering anyone thirsty the chance for them to drink from Him.  XXXX notes the link between water and the Spirit in this passage, and John adds an editorial note that Jesus’ speech was in reference to the Spirit, which his followers were to receive.  John then notes that the Spirit did not yet exist, as it would only come to believers after the glorification of Jesus.  
Once again, in John 14:16, 14:26-27, 15:26 and 16:7, John relates that Jesus expands on his promise, that even though he is going to leave his disciples, God will send the Spirit; here called the Paraclete, as an advocate or counsellor to teach them, and explain the meaning of Jesus’ teaching.  Martinus C. De Boer[footnoteRef:16] notes the vital importance of John’s Gospel not only providing a written record of Jesus’ teaching, some sixty years after his death, but as importantly;  to stress the importance and currency of the Holy Spirit being still with them, having been sent by God, and by Jesus, still encouraging and teaching them.  Whilst the immediate audience for John’s Gospel was likely his own community, this audience is a literary construct alone, as it is not clear where John wrote the Gospel.  However, considering the adverse situation for a Christian community living in a Roman controlled world, with the temple of Jerusalem; the very epicentre of the Jewish religion; destroyed once again, the divide between Christianity and the traditional Jewish faith, and the intense persecution by the Romans, which had been ongoing since at least the time of Emperor Nero 54-68CE, it is logical that they would have felt they needed a lot more support than simply a dead Jesus; who had not yet made his anticipated return to create the Kingdom of God. [16:  Lieu J, De Boer M.  The Oxford Handbook of Johannine Studies.  (Oxford:  Oxford University Press. 2021). p66] 

Overall, Geoffry Wainwright[footnoteRef:17] uses these pre-Passion references to the coming of the Holy Spirit as a promise from Jesus that all would be made well through the presence of the Holy Spirit on his death.  He notes that this theme also extends into the Acts of the Apostles and is referenced within the Epistles.   [17:  Gunton C.  The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine. (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press. 1997) p284-85] 

The final pre-passion teaching on the Holy Spirit in John 16:7-15 and takes place at the Last Supper.  Jesus has noted the dismay of his disciples that he will be leaving them, however he counters that it is for their benefit for him to leave them, as he will be replaced by an Advocate, who can only come once Jesus has left.  This advocate will continue the work of Jesus, supporting, broadening, and enriching his teaching, thereby expanding it to something more than the disciples had previously been able to understand. 
 The Advocate will also provide an element of judgement for those who have been proven good or evil.  The use of the word advocate is also interesting, in that it encompasses elements of not only being their new champion, but also an element of legal advocacy.  John employs the words “Spirit of Truth” as another descriptor of the Holy spirit. 
A repeating nuance within John’s teachings on the Holy Spirit, is the necessity of the Spirit to continually mediate the new relationship between God and humankind; now that the work of Jesus had been achieved. Philip Esler[footnoteRef:18] notes that the references in John’s Gospel referring to the importance of the role of the Spirit, are intended to demonstrate that mankind could not simply achieve eternal life because Jesus had lived and died, but rather that they interacted with the entity of the Holy Spirit as Paraclete, in terms of ongoing faith, learning, and behaviours.   [18:  Philip Esler. “Social-Scientific Reads of the Gospel and Letters of John” in Lieu J, De Boer M.  The Oxford Handbook of Johannine Studies.  (Oxford:  Oxford University Press. 2021) p247.] 

Mark McIntosh[footnoteRef:19] emphasises the importance of the Spirit in terms of verse fifteen in particular: “All that the Father has is mine.  For this reason I said that he (The Holy Spirit) will take what is mine and declare it to you.”[footnoteRef:20] McIntosh asks how we would have learned so much about the life and teaching of Jesus, and how belief would have been engendered, unless the Spirit Paraclete was continually fulfilling his designated role, of teaching, interpreting and encouraging the followers of Jesus for eternity. The Spirit is therefore a source of ongoing divine information and intercession throughout the ages.  [19:  McIntosh M.  Divine Teaching.  An Introduction to Christian Theology. (Oxford:  Blackwell Publishing. 2008). P 61.]  [20:  John 16:15] 

An interesting narrative lies within John 8:48 where the Jews suggest that a demon has possessed Jesus.  If this is not to suggest simply that Jesus has been possessed by the Devil, it is interesting that the idea of a presumed demon alighting on Jesus and giving him special powers, has some similarities to the idea of the inspiration, or god-like powers imbued on humans by daimons in spirit form. The issue, however, is whether the suggestion by the Jews was simply intended as an insult, or whether there was a partial understanding of the actions of the Holy Spirit, in terms of alighting on Jesus, and if so, whether there was a perception of that action as a daimon. 
The Spirit in the Passion Narrative
John’s reference to Spirit in the Passion Narrative lies in John: 19:30, where; whilst hanging on the cross, Jesus sips the sour wine, declares “It is finished” and then John says he gives up the Spirit. It seems likely however, that the Spirit leaving the body of Jesus was more the “breath” or life of Jesus, rather than the Holy Spirit, as John states later in 20:22, that on the evening of the third day when Jesus had been resurrected, that Jesus passed the Holy Spirit on to his followers through breath, this only being possible as his glorification and ascension to heaven had been completed. 
Distinctive Features of the Spirit within Johannine literature.  
It is compelling to consider that the earliest account of Jesus’ life and death which we can currently identify is that contained within 1 Corinthians, written Circa CE50, only twenty years after the death of Jesus.  We would therefore presume that the Apostle Paul would have enjoyed access to people who had actually seen Jesus, listened to his teachings, and been able to corroborate his story.  However, Paul’s account of the life and ascension of Jesus are completely different from the accounts contained both within the Synoptic Gospels, which were written after Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, and also John’s Gospel written in CE 100.   Similarly, the Gospel writers do not reference Paul’s account.

Conclusion.
In conclusion, John’s Gospel provides the richest source amongst the gospels for the teaching on the Holy Spirit and has long been considered the most spiritual of all the gospels.  John’s description of Jesus’ teaching is less miracles and parables, and more a biographical account of Jesus’ life laid alongside extensive descriptions of Jesus’ attempts to explain and justify his decision to sacrifice himself, and to die.  Explanations of the role of the Holy Spirit as the replacement Paraclete for Jesus expound, and form part of a more serious gospel than those seen in Matthew, Mark, and Luke.  The Gospel was written against a backdrop of a lost war to protect Judea from the Romans, the loss of the Temple, being the literal heart of Judaism.  Diaspora, ostracism, religious and political persecution throughout the Roman Empire, and worship of Jesus Christ, who was perceived to have at best been killed and risen again to leave for the Kingdom of God, and whose return was still awaited,   or at worst was the Son of God, but had been conquered and killed by the Jews and the Romans.
Summary: Distinctive Features and Functions of the Spirit within John’s Gospel
	Feature or Function
	Reference

	The Holy Spirit was sent from above.  (from God)
	1:32, 3:31

	The Holy Spirit alights on Jesus and stays with him, marking Jesus as the Son of God.
	1:33

	John the Baptist confirms that he has been told (by God) that Jesus will baptize with the Holy Spirit.
	1:33

	No one can enter the Kingdom of God unless through the Spirit, or the Holy Spirit being an essential ingredient for Christian regeneration[footnoteRef:21]. [21:  Guthrie D. New Testament Theology. (Leicester.  Inter-Varsity Press. 1981) p527] 

	3:5

	He speaks the word of God as he testifies to what he has seen and heard.
	3:32

	He will not be seen, nor always believed, even though he speaks the truth.
	3:32, 14:15

	True worshippers must worship in Spirit and in Truth, as God is Spirit.
	4:23-24

	It is the Spirit that brings eternal life, with the flesh alone being useless.
	6:63

	The Spirit will be received like rivers of running water, satisfying the spiritual thirst of believers.
	7:37

	The Spirit will only be received after the glorification of Jesus, when Jesus acts as the sacrifice to obviate the sins of humanity, thus restoring their relationship with God.  This new relationship with God will be through the Holy Spirit.
	7:39, 16:7

	The Spirit is “another Paraclete” indicating that he will replace Jesus in the role.
	14:17

	The Spirit is a Paraclete in a legal sense, as he will help to remit the sins of humankind before God.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Vermes G. The Authentic Gospel of Jesus.  (London:  Penguin Books. 2004) p41.] 

	16:7-11

	The Spirit is to be an advocate sent from God.  He is the Spirit of Truth[footnoteRef:23]: [23:  Kostenburger A, J. Encountering John. (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House Company. 2002). P157] 

1. Providing a complete and completed picture of the life and teaching of Jesus.
2. He is a necessary part of worship
3.He is a necessary part of sanctification.
	1:17,14:15,17:17

	The Spirit will prove the world wrong about sin, righteousness, and justice. as humankind did not universally believe in Jesus.
	16:9

	The Spirit never speaks on his own authority, but instead only relates what he has heard from God and glorifies Jesus[footnoteRef:24]. [24:  Guthrie D. New Testament Theology. (Leicester.  Inter-Varsity Press. 1981) p535.
] 

	16:14

	Jesus gave up his Spirit on his death.
	19:30

	On his resurrection the Holy Spirit was passed to his Disciples through breath.
	20:22



The teaching contained in the Gospel of John regarding the role of the Holy Spirit was therefore pivotal not just to the growth of the new Christian church, but also to its very survival.  In view of the political and religious antipathy and hostility faced by Christian communities within the Roman Empire at the time, choosing the Christian life must have seemed a very tough, and perhaps unnecessary challenge to its new followers within the empire.  It is therefore striking that the Christian writings of the second half of the 1st Century can provide sufficient information, and most importantly hope; to those communities, that they were able to persevere.   
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