Evaluate the distinctive features and function of the Spirit according to the Gospel of John.

Introduction: 
Looking at the Gospel of John as a whole, it is evident that there can be much said about the distinctive features and function of the Spirit within the Gospel, where it is also clear on the similarities and even connectedness of this spirit with the character of Jesus also. When it comes to evaluating the character of the Spirit, it is hard to ignore the parallels that it has within the life and ministry of Jesus and significantly, after his resurrection and glorification towards the end of the Gospel and what this now means for Christianity going forward from this point. Throughout this essay, I will be looking into four main passages within the Gospel of John that specifically highlight the significance of the Spirit and its function within the narrative, where I will also highlight and comment on differing passages that are key to the understanding of the Spirit throughout the Gospel of John. While it will be focussed largely in this assignment on the features and function of the Spirit in regard to Jesus’ life and ministry, it is also key to make this point of this distinction from Jesus too, which will be explored also in this essay. However, the main topics being discussed will refer to both the importance and significance of the character of Jesus in harmony with the character of the spirit. Aspects of the whole Gospel has elements worth noting in this assignment also where the character of the Holy Spirit is essential in the further understanding of not only the theology of the gospel but also in understanding the importance of the Holy Spirit through the works of Jesus, his life and also evidently his death and resurrection. Where it is important to establish why and what the character of the Spirit is within this gospel, it is also crucial to explore the distinctiveness of the Holy Spirit through this gospel.

Section 1: Jesus and the Dove- The Narrative of Jesus’ Baptism in John 1: 32-34
The first notion of the Holy Spirit within the Gospel of John is through John the Baptist and Jesus where he goes to become baptised in the river Jordan by John the Baptist. In this section, it is evident that through Jesus, John can see within this person that there is an element of a higher power, an element of divinity where D. Moody Smith states that “the Baptist becomes, in fact, the first human witness to Jesus as lamb of God (1:29, 36) and Son of God (1:34), the one upon whom the spirit of God has descended and remained (1:32), who himself baptises with the Holy Spirit (verse 33).”[footnoteRef:1] Smith makes this point where John first wanted to ensure that this notion of the Holy Spirit is evident instantly through the baptism of Jesus, by John, where this importance if further highlighted by Marius Nel, who states that “John in a certain sense writes his Gospel from the perspective of the work of the Spirit; this is why the Spirit features more prominently in John than the other Gospels.”[footnoteRef:2] With this statement by Nel, it furthers this discussion where the introduction of the notion of the Holy Spirit in Jn 1:32-34 is essential in understanding why John wrote of this crucial character, and especially within one of the first crucial discourses on the Holy Spirit and its relation with Jesus. The significance of the use of this dove descending upon Jesus in this verse also adds to the notion that the Holy Spirit was of great importance even at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry at this point in the gospel. Furthermore, John Christopher Thomas highlights that “it is only natural for that the one upon whom the Spirit remains is the one who will baptise with the Holy Spirit,”[footnoteRef:3] which highlights further in this understanding of John where the use of the spirit descending upon Jesus at this pivotal point for early Christianity is very important. This distinction, therefore, also adds to the significance of the character of the Holy Spirit instantly where this descending upon Jesus at a crucial part of the narrative further adds to the Holy Spirit as being, although distinct from Jesus at this point, to becoming ever more important as the narrative continues.   [1:  D. Moody Smith, ‘The Theology of the Gospel of John’ (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1995), p.105.]  [2:  Marius Nel, ‘The Notion of the Holy Spirit as Paraclete from a Pentecostal Perspective’ in Die Skriflig: Tydskrif von Die Gereformeerd Teologiese Vereniging 50.1 (2016), p.2.]  [3:  John Christopher Thomas, ‘The Spirit of the New Testament’ (Blandford Forum: Deo Publishing, 2011), p.159.] 

For Smith, this notion of the birth of Jesus, that fails to be mentioned by John, further adds that “Mary is his [Jesus’] mother, but God, through the Holy Spirit, begets him without human paternity.”[footnoteRef:4] However, this is not entirely necessary for John where the birth narrative is not even mentioned, however it is this scene of the baptism that sets the character of the Holy Spirit into motion for the Gospel. John’s use of the dove is also important where it is initially stated that the dove was the Holy Spirit, coming down from heaven and descending upon Jesus, is also significant where this idea of the spirit being firstly embodied as the dove to then sitting with and working through Jesus during his life. (Jn. 1:32-34) This connection of the Holy Spirit with Jesus at this moment, therefore, is also significant as Gary M Burge states that “the intimate union of spirit and Christ is by far the most prominent theme in John’s pneumatology.”[footnoteRef:5] With this statement, this can therefore base much of the previously mentioned scholars’ work of the Gospel, where this unity of both Jesus and the Holy Spirit, further ties into the significance of acknowledging the importance of the Holy Spirit, not just during the gospel but for its inclusion as part of the holy trinity in future theological discussions. Burge further adds that “for John, then, Jesus’ anointing with the spirit and the revelatory significance of this anointing for the Baptist are all that matter,”[footnoteRef:6] where this further emphasises again on this importance of why this was added to John’s narrative and why this was an important notion to include: the significance of both Jesus and the Holy Spirit. It is evident that where John writes his gospel and includes the spirit in the ways that he has introduced so far, this can further add to the significance of the Holy Spirit for John while combining both characters of Jesus and the spirit throughout the gospel. [4:  D. Moody Smith, ‘The Theology of the Gospel of John’ (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1995), p.120.]  [5:  Gary M Burge, ‘The Anointed Community: The Holy Spirit in the Johannine Tradition.’ (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), p.87.]  [6:  Burge, ‘The Anointed Community: The Holy Spirit in the Johannine Tradition,’ p.52.] 


Section 2: Water and the Holy Spirit in John 3:5 and John 4:5-30
While looking initially at the introduction of the Holy Spirit through the baptism of Jesus, it is also crucial to highlight the significance moving forward through the gospel. With this, it was important to comment on this notion of ‘water’ and the spirit within the next aspect of the gospel. The understanding of the Holy Spirit as it is examined through the encounter with Nicodemus in Jn.3 is also a significant aspect within the narrative on understanding the importance of the Holy Spirit and spiritual rebirth. In this, Nicodemus questions Jesus how one can be born again, as Jesus has previously explained that one needs to be born again to see the kingdom of God. Jesus’ response is: “Very truly I tell you, unless one is born of water and the spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit.” (Jn.3:5) Catrin H Williams adds to this understanding of ‘water and spirit’ where she adds that “the promise of divine birth ‘of water and spirit’ (3:5) confirms the essential involvement of the spirit in Jesus’ gift of life,”[footnoteRef:7] where this further shows this connection between not only water and life but also this connection of the gift of life coming from Jesus to those who follow him, through the involvement of the Holy Spirit. This partnership, therefore, enables this spiritual rebirth, as Nel states that “in other words, birth from above or to be born again is the precondition for a spiritual life, or entrance into the kingdom of God.”[footnoteRef:8] With this, therefore, it is evident that the significance of not only the water and life in this instance is that of being welcomed through the Holy Spirit into the knowledge of Jesus, where this can further emphasise why there is a heavy importance placed on the spirit and ‘spiritual rebirth’ in this narrative. Through this, Christopher adds that “therefore, the reader learns that all who become children of God in the Fourth Gospel, all who believe in his name, are born of the Spirit.”[footnoteRef:9] This further emphasises that through Jesus, with this rebirth, anyone can become reborn with the spirit and thus eternally connected with the works and life of Jesus and also with the knowledge that bestows the ones who have also been born ‘by the spirit,’ as Jesus himself was in the other gospel narratives.   [7:  Catrin H Williams, ‘Faith, Eternal Life, and the Spirit in the Gospel of John’, in Judith M. Lieu and Martinus C.de Boer (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Johannine Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), p.355.]  [8:  Marius Nel, ‘The Notion of the Holy Spirit as Paraclete from a Pentecostal Perspective’ in Die Skriflig: Tydskrif von Die Gereformeerd Teologiese Vereniging 50.1 (2016), p.3.]  [9:  John Thomas Christopher, ‘The Spirit of the New Testament’ (Blandford Forum: Deo Publishing, 2011), p.160.] 

The second time that the importance of water and its significance to eternal life and thus its significance to the message of Jesus. It is important to highlight is the next aspect where the use of the Holy Spirit is also mentioned, where I will be looking at Jn. 4:5-30, where Jesus encounters a Samaritan woman at a well and have a discussion about the significance of the water that is being found by the Samaritan woman and the difference that the ‘water’ of Jesus can give to not only her life but to the lives of his followers. (Jn.4:5-30) Thomas adds to this where he mentions that “the term [water] both underscores the literal nature of the woman’s understanding of Jesus’ words and prepares the reader for the deeper significance that will be attached to this term later in the narrative.”[footnoteRef:10] With this statement, it can also be highlighted where this repeated use of the word ‘water’ is being used during the narrative as not a physical element of drinkable water but rather a more symbolic way of  implying a more spiritual water. Thomas expands on his point by highlighting that “…they will also likely be struck by the fact that whoever drinks of the water Jesus will give will never, ever thirst again,”[footnoteRef:11] where this can also highlight a significant aspect within this narrative. Where there is this use of the story of the Samaritan woman seeking water as she is thirsty, Jesus replies to her that there is no need to be returning for more water once you have been with Jesus. ( Jn.4:13-14) In this, therefore, Jesus is explaining how it is not this physical thirst that will be quenched by Jesus but rather a thirst for the truth and for knowledge of God that Jesus can share, through the Holy Spirit working alongside Jesus.  [10:  John Christopher Thomas, ‘The Spirit According to John, 1 John and 2 John’, Pneuma 43.3-4 (2021), p.450.]  [11:  Thomas, ‘The Spirit According to John, 1 John and 2 John’, p.450.] 


Section 3: Farewell discourses and the Holy Spirit in John 14-17
Moving on through the gospel of John we later come across the next part of Jesus’ life and mission on earth where it is these discussions that are important for the setting of the Holy Spirit’s eventual solo mission: without Jesus but still working with the teachings and practice that he had set before the disciples. Later in the Gospel of John we begin the Farewell discourses, where Jesus prepares and guides the disciples for his death and eventual resurrection. Nel states that “the term Paraclete is used only by John and each time refers to the Spirit,”[footnoteRef:12] where this is the first encounter that we have of this term being used in reference to the Holy Spirit within the gospel of John. Jesus unveils what is to come to his disciples, where the notion of Jesus’ eventual death and return is also mentioned. What is also given is the promise of the Holy Spirit, or the Paraclete, that will come to the disciples after Jesus’ departure. (Jn.14:15-17) David E Holwerda highlights that “the Paraclete is not only advocate, but teacher, interpreter, and prophetic healer,”[footnoteRef:13] where this can also be in connection with Jesus who is also all these things, where this significance of the similarities between Jesus and the Paraclete to come are beginning. Nel further adds to this where he states that “Jesus will send another Paraclete (14:16) [and] indicates that Jesus served as a Paraclete during his ministry.”[footnoteRef:14] With this, it further explores that even though Jesus is revealing to the disciples what is to become of him, that they should understand that he was always present, with the Paraclete and also as a Paraclete himself, and was meant to complete what he was sent to do. [12:  Marius Nel, ‘The Notion of the Holy Spirit as Paraclete from a Pentecostal Perspective’ in Die Skriflig: Tydskrif von Die Gereformeerd Teologiese Vereniging 50.1 (2016), p.4.]  [13:  David E Holwerda, ‘George Johnston: The Spirit-Paraclete in the Gospel of John (Book Review)’, Calvin Theological Journal (Grand Rapids: Michigan: Calvin Theological Seminary, 1973), p.216.]  [14:  Nel, ‘The Notion of the Holy Spirit as Paraclete from a Pentecostal Perspective’, p.6.] 

It is important to discuss also the message that Jesus is conveying here during his speech to the disciples, where Williams adds that “Jesus assures them that, through the abiding presence of the Paraclete- his agent and successor- their relationship with him continues despite his physical absence.”[footnoteRef:15] This statement is given as words of positivity, even though Jesus is revealing that he must leave them but that he will also return to them in time, where the disciples at this point are unaware of the specific meaning of ‘leaving’ and ‘returning’ that Jesus mentions. Smith highlights also about the role of the Paraclete here as he states that “John presents the Spirit-Paraclete as the successor of Jesus who carries on his revelatory work, sustaining the disciples after the rupture represented by Jesus’ death,”[footnoteRef:16] where it is evident here that Smith also adds to this understanding that even though Jesus has said that he is to leave, there will be the ‘next’ Paraclete to take over from Jesus after he has departed. Thomas also agrees where he mentions that “… the Spirit is to function in a way analogous to Jesus in the lives of the disciples. While Jesus is soon to depart, the Paraclete will be with them forever.”[footnoteRef:17] This further emphasises that Jesus is not just telling the disciples that he is to leave them however is comforting them with the promise of another coming in his place to do as Jesus has done for them up until his death. [15:  Catrin H Williams, ‘The Gospel of John’, in Michael Lieb et al, The Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible (2011; online edn, Oxford Academic), https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199204540.003.0009  [accessed 4 January 2024], p.114.]  [16:  D. Moody Smith, ‘The Theology of the Gospel of John’ (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1995), p.143.]  [17:  John Christopher Thomas, ‘The Spirit of the New Testament’ (Blandford Forum: Deo Publishing, 2011), p.167.] 

All of this however, ultimately will lead to one answer: where the glorification of Jesus is inevitable and also vital for the coming of the Paraclete in his place as the spirit that will live among and with the disciples after Jesus has then returned to his Father. Smith highlights that “as yet they cannot really understand Jesus because the Spirit has not yet been given,”[footnoteRef:18] this phrase is emphasised again, as in a previous chapter in the gospel, where this also emphasises where the final mission for Jesus will be that of which he has promised for his disciples and followers. Smith also adds how the “actual function of the Spirit-Paraclete… is not so much to represent the disciples before the divine tribunal as to represent Jesus to his disciples left behind on earth,”[footnoteRef:19] where this statement adds to the importance of the departure of Jesus in ensuring that the Spirit-Paraclete will be present for those who have not ascended as Jesus has yet. Williams adds how the emphasis is on “the continuity between Jesus’ revelatory words and the role of the believers, through the Spirit, as agents of ‘truth.’”[footnoteRef:20] This point further alludes to the way in which Jesus had promised to return again and that this return will bring with him knowledge and truth into the full ministry and life of Jesus that the disciples must remember to, ultimately, go forth and spread this message through the support and guidance of the Holy Spirit. [18:  D. Moody Smith, ‘The Theology of the Gospel of John’ (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1995), p.114.]  [19:  Smith, ‘The Theology of the Gospel of John’, p.140.]  [20:  Catrin H Williams, ‘Faith, Eternal Life, and the Spirit in the Gospel of John’, in Judith M. Lieu and Martinus C.de Boer (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Johannine Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), p.359.] 


Section 4: The role of the Spirit in the Death and Resurrection of Jesus in John 19-20
Even though there are many factors that come into the narrative involving the Holy Spirit, as explored through various chapters within the gospel, there is also this underlying element that is waiting to happen; the promised death and return/resurrection as hinted in Jn.12:27-33. With this, Burge makes a great point that “of primary importance is John’s explicit reminder that Jesus’ death was the key (the only key) which could unlock the Spirit for the church,”[footnoteRef:21] where this statement is significant in the final discussion of Jesus’ ministry and that furthermore, the importance of why Jesus was sent is now being fully revealed. Smith also comments on this importance of Jesus’ death where he states that “Jesus’ life and life-giving work culminate in his own death, but only because of and through that death is Jesus able to give life.”[footnoteRef:22] With this, it further adds to this notion of leading up to Jesus’ death but also that what is to come not just that the death of Jesus was the end of the narrative but rather the beginning of the next mission. Jean Zumstein makes the connection here of the importance of Jesus’ death, where she highlights that “the end of the life of Jesus actually opens the way for the completion of the revelation he has brought.”[footnoteRef:23] With this statement, it further grounds the understanding that throughout John’s gospel, this impending final act was due, but the significance of Jesus’ death is far greater than what was initially thought of.  [21:  Gary M Burge, ‘The Anointed Community: The Holy Spirit in the Johannine Tradition.’ (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), p.50.]  [22:  D. Moody Smith, ‘The Theology of the Gospel of John’ (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1995), p.121.]  [23:  Jean Zumstein, ‘The Purpose of the Ministry and Death of Jesus in the Gospel of John’, in Judith M. Lieu and Martinus C.de Boer (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Johannine Studies, Oxford Handbooks (2018; online edn. Oxford Academic, 10 September 2018), https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198739982.013.19 [accessed 2 January 2024], p.343.] 

What is important to mention is the understanding of Jesus’ final moments on the cross, where it states that ‘when Jesus had received the wine, he said ‘It is finished.’ Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.’ (Jn.19:30) Thomas refers to this aspect in the narrative, where he states that “… it is possible to take the phrase as having reference to the bestowal of the Spirit by Jesus at the moment of his exaltation/ glorification on the cross.”[footnoteRef:24] Further to this statement, the understanding that this is not a moment of defeat or even a moment that Jesus has given up his life, where this was the reality that was needed for with his death, then can the release of the Holy Spirit through Jesus become the next important aspect within the gospel. It is also significant to mention that although it may seem that this is a bleak time, Zumstein disagrees with this by mentioning that “…by referring to Jesus’ death and not to his resurrection with the terminology of elevation and glorification, the Gospel says that the cross is a productive event, the place of victory rather than of defeat.”[footnoteRef:25] This statement is powerful in the way that it may all seem like the end and that it certainly must have felt that way for the witnesses of Jesus’ death, however it is also important to highlight that this point is crucial in the further understanding of the work of the Holy Spirit that is to come after this event and for what is to become for the duration of not only the gospel but for future believers. [24:  Christopher John Thomas, ‘The Spirit of the New Testament’ (Blandford Forum: Deo Publishing, 2011), p.170.]  [25:  Jean Zumstein, ‘The Purpose of the Ministry and Death of Jesus in the Gospel of John’, in Judith M. Lieu and Martinus C.de Boer (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Johannine Studies, Oxford Handbooks (2018; online edn. Oxford Academic, 10 September 2018), https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198739982.013.19 [accessed 2 January 2024], p.339.] 

It is only, therefore, important then to mention also the resurrection of Jesus and the way in which the Holy Spirit is now represented anew from Jn.20:19-23, as Casey Thompson highlights that it “provides an opportunity to explore the work of the Spirit, the final gift of Jesus to his disciples, with the spiritual descendants of those disciples.”[footnoteRef:26] With this statement, Thompson highlights an important point where it is now, through the completion of Jesus’ death, the Holy Spirit can now continue the works of Jesus through the disciples. Guzik mentions also along a similar notion to Thompson, where he says that “as the Father has sent me, I also send you: Jesus gave his disciples a mission, to continue his work on earth.”[footnoteRef:27] This statement implies the significance here of the disciples’ new mission after Jesus has given the Holy Spirit to them in v.22, which further shows this new importance of the spirit through the disciples. Smith also adds that “for Jesus’ disciples now view his entire ministry from the standpoint of his glorification and under the guidance of the Holy Spirit,”[footnoteRef:28] where the significance of the death and return of Jesus now is left in the hands of the disciples. It is also important that the work of Jesus is continued, through the disciples, by the guided work of the Holy Spirit and through this, therefore, it begins the next generation of followers through a post-resurrection narrative. This will therefore be without Jesus, however, and the significance of the Holy Spirit for the continuation of these works further pushes this narrative towards the future of the followers to come after.     [26:  Casey Thompson, ‘John 20:19-23’, Interpretation (Richmond) 68.2 (2014), p.187.]  [27:  David Guzik, ‘John 20- An Empty Tomb and a Risen Jesus’ 2018 https://enduringword.com/bible-commentary/john-20/ [accessed 2 January 2024]]  [28:  D. Moody Smith, ‘The Theology of the Gospel of John’ (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1995), p.136.] 


Conclusion:
Where there is much that can be said about the Holy Spirit within the Gospel of John as a whole, it is also important to note of the distinctive features and ways that the Holy Spirit is unveiled within the Gospel and therefore alluding to its eventual mission. With this, it has been explored mainly that the Holy Spirit is an important element within the gospel itself but also the uniqueness of the way in which John has used this character in the way that has been shown in the gospel. Where it was initially viewed that the Holy Spirit may have been viewed as a distinct being from Jesus, there is so much on the other hand to argue that these two beings were both of each other and from each other. In this sense, as previously explored, it is important to highlight then this importance of why Jesus was important in being the one to bring the Holy Spirit, both with him and through him to the world. Where the importance of the role of the Holy Spirit is not just as the accompaniment to Jesus, but through both characters working simultaneously, eventually attaining and completing the given task: for the Holy Spirit to be received amongst the people, Jesus was first to be returned to the Father where the Spirit would then be ‘unlocked’ for humanity. Only through this can the full essence of the spirit not only be revealed but can also be used through the disciples, where it is now their mission to continue what Jesus had started. The significance also of the use of the Paraclete within the Gospel of John also adds another element to the narrative, with its distinctiveness from the synoptics and where it is adding to the notion of the way in which this aspect of Jesus was vital in continuing the message he taught after his ascension. By possessing the Holy Spirit, as Jesus is said to have also, this further alludes the work that must now be continued by the disciples and by other witnesses to Jesus, where it is through this continuing work of the spirit that is vital for early Christianity. The importance of the Holy Spirit is implied throughout the gospel further where there is this instant connection where Jesus’ mission is guided through and with the assistance at all times of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, this highlights that the mission that was intended to be completed, was successful only through the co-operation of two parties right up until the moment that Jesus himself had to pass on his successor for humanity thereafter.  
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