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Major exegetical essay on a theological 
theme – pneumatology in John’s Gospel 
 

ABSTRACT 

This essay will consider the exegetical foundations of pneumatology in John’s 
Gospel. The distinctive contribution that this work makes to our understanding of 
the Spirit will be evaluated. It will consider the various passages that refer to Holy 
Spirit and evaluate their meaning and contribution to our understanding of 
pneumatology. It will consider different aspects of pneumatology in John’s Gospel, 
in particular: Jesus’ endowment with the Spirit; the Spirit as Life-giver; the Spirit as 
Paraclete, and finally Jesus’ gift of the Spirit to his disciples. It will discuss John’s 
contribution to our understanding of God as Trinity, and in particular the 
personhood of the Spirit. It will also discuss how the depiction of the Holy Spirit in 
John’s Gospel helps Christians to properly understand what his role should be in 
their lives, as they are sent by Jesus as he was sent. 
 
All quotations from the Bible are from the Gospel of John unless otherwise 
specified.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Clement of Alexandria called John’s Gospel a ‘spiritual gospel’ (Yarnell and 

Thomas 2019, 77) and for many it represents the high point of New Testament 

pneumatology (Montague 1994, 333). There are three main themes – the 

endowment of Jesus with the Spirit, the life-giving Spirit, and the Spirit as 

Paraclete (Lillback 2016, 125). 

 

John’s Gospel gives a clear picture of the Trinity, repeatedly indicating the 

presence of each of the members of the Godhead and showing the close 

relationship between them. We are invited into that relationship as the Gospel 

shows us how the Spirit remains on Jesus through his earthly ministry, then after 

the ascension the Spirit remains in us as we remain in Christ, who is in the Father. 

Jesus shows us how the Spirit brings about the new birth that brings us into God’s 

family, and then maintains that new life as he wells up within us as living water. 

The role that Jesus played in the life of the disciples while he was on earth is taken 

up by the Spirit in the lives of all believers, as Christ sends us as he was sent. 

 

This essay will consider the exegetical foundations of the pneumatology of John’s 

Gospel, and their application to Christians today. 

 

2. JOHN’S UNIQUE CONTRIBUTION TO PNEUMATOLOGY 

 

John speaks of the Spirit quite differently from the other New Testament authors, 

though his work is complementary rather than contradictory. John’s focus is the 

work of the Spirit within believers. Thompson (2015, 105) sees him as the means 

“through which God calls a new people into being”. John also emphasises the 

crucial role of Jesus in the gift of the Spirit, as Badcock (1997, 32) says, “In John 

the locus of the gift of the Spirit is ultimately the crucified Jesus, who gives his life 

for the church … and who is glorified in order that the Spirit might come”. 

 

John is far more explicitly trinitarian than the rest of the New Testament. As 

Thiselton (2013, 134) explains, “what is implicit in the narratives of the Synoptic 
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Gospels and in the theology of Paul becomes explicit in John, namely, an 

anticipation of a doctrine of the Holy Trinity”. While πνεῦμα is a neuter noun, John 

breaks grammatical rules by using masculine demonstratives when referring to 

him (for example 16:13), indicating the Holy Spirit is a person, not merely a force. 

Frey (2018, 371-372) considers that of all the New Testament writers, John most 

clearly ‘personalizes’ the Spirit, and clearly distinguishes him from the Father and 

the Son. 

 

In contrast with John, the Synoptic Gospels focus more on the power of the Spirit 

(Carroll 2018, 86). This difference is emphasised by several significant absences. 

In John there is no mention of being filled with the Spirit, as there is in Luke/ Acts 

(for example, Luke 1:15, 41, 67; Acts 2:4; 4:8; 9:17). The Spirit is not shown as 

empowering miracles or exorcisms, as he is in the Synoptics and Acts, in fact, 

there is no linking of the Spirit with the idea of power, as there is in the rest of the 

New Testament (for example Luke 24:49; Acts 1:8; Romans 15:13; 1 Corinthians 

2:4). There is no mention in John of any ecstatic phenomena in relation to the 

Spirit, such as we see in Paul’s letters and in Acts. Jesus’ miraculous conception 

by the Holy Spirit (Matt 1:8; Luke 1:35) and the Spirit’s role in his temptation (Matt 

4:1; Mark 1:12; Luke 4:1) are ignored, and Jesus does not warn of blasphemy 

against the Spirit (Matt 4:1; Mark 1:12; Luke 4:1). 

 

However, all four Gospels unite in presenting Jesus as the “Spirit-endowed 

Messiah of Isaiah 11:1-4 who mediates the Spirit to his disciples as an 

empowerment for witness” (Strauss 2012, 271). John’s theme of Holy Spirit as an 

enabler of the witness and mission of the church is a common theme throughout 

the New Testament. 
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3. EXEGESIS 

 

3.1 Jesus Endowed with the Spirit 

 

3.1.1 The Spirit remains on Jesus 1:32-34 

 

After the Prologue, John (the Baptist) testifies that τὸ πνεῦμα καταβαῖνον ὡς 

περιστερὰν ἐξ οὐρανοῦ, καὶ ἔμεινεν ἐπ’ αὐτόν (1:32). This is critical to Jesus’ 

identity as Messiah, which means anointed one. It is a fulfilment of passages like 

Isaiah 11:1-2; 42:1 and 61:1 where it is prophesied that the Spirit will remain on 

the coming Son of David and Servant of the Lord.  

 

Bultmann (1971, 92) sees these verses as problematic, as in the rest of the 

Gospel Jesus is the giver not the bearer of the Spirit. But in the Gospel of John, 

Jesus gives what he has been given (Badcock 1997, 30). Grenz (1994, 366) says, 

“As the one uniquely endowed by the Spirit, he was also the one through whom 

the outpouring of the Spirit would come.” 

 

It is noteworthy that this first mention of τὸ πνεῦμα is in relation to the revelation of 

the identity of Jesus. The Spirit’s role as a witness to Jesus is a key theme of 

John’s. 

 

This is the first occurrence of μένω, a significant word for John, which when used 

theologically, “underscores permanence in state of being or relationship” (Burge 

1987, 54). The description of the Spirit ἔμεινεν ἐπ’ αὐτόν [Jesus] beautifully 

parallels Jesus’ description of the Paraclete in 14:16 as one who would be μεθ’ 

ὑμῶν εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα, and by his repeated use of μένω to tell the disciples how they 

are to relate to him. As Bruner (2012, 87) movingly says, “The Spirit’s abiding 

enables the disciples’ abiding and, if we take Jesus’ humanity seriously, enables 

Jesus’ abiding, too. The Holy Spirit is the Abiding One”. 

 

Βαπτίζω (1:33) means to dip or immerse (Moulton 1978, 65), so οὗτός ἐστιν ὁ 

βαπτίζων ἐν πνεύματι ἁγίῳ suggests Jesus will immerse us in the Holy Spirit. 
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Baptism was used as a conversion rite for proselytes entering Judaism and 

conferred the status of a new-born child (Keener 1997, 146-147). Gorman (2018, 

59) considers that John’s statement about Jesus baptising is a link between the 

two passages about new identity – becoming God’s children (1:11-13) and new 

birth from above (3:1-8), and that they articulate “the same fundamental reality: 

entering into the family of God”. So, the Spirit is the one through whom the new life 

of the believer is conferred, agreeing with τὸ πνεῦμά ἐστιν τὸ ζῳοποιοῦν (6:64). 

 

3.1.2 The Spirit is given without measure 3:34 

 

In 3:34 we are again told that God has given the Spirit to Jesus, this time to enable 

him to speak God’s words. There is some debate as to who is the subject of 

δίδωσιν in the final clause, but I agree with Klink (2016, 222) that God is implied as 

ὁ θεὸς is the only nominative in the sentence, and it fits better with the context 

(Carson 1991, 212), particularly the following verse, “ὁ πατὴρ ἀγαπᾷ τὸν υἱόν, καὶ 

πάντα δέδωκεν ἐν τῇ χειρὶ αὐτοῦ” (3:35). The flow of 3:34-35 makes much more 

sense in this interpretation: the Father has sent the Son, given him the Spirit 

without measure, and placed all things into his hands (Thompson 2001, 171). 

 

Beasley-Murray (1999, 54) says that the measureless nature of God’s gift of the 

Spirit to Jesus “corresponds to the perfection of the revelation through him.” This 

compares with the partial and incomplete nature of Old Testament prophesy, 

where only a measure of the Spirit was given (Carson 1991, 213). In Jesus’ time, it 

was commonly accepted that the Holy Spirit had withdrawn from Israel, as 

evidenced by the lack of prophesy. This was then worked in reverse – the 

evidence of the Holy Spirit was prophesy (Burge 1987, 67), and so Jesus’ ability to 

speak τὰ ῥήματα τοῦ θεοῦ was vital. 
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3.2 The Life-Giving Spirit 

 

The second major pneumatological theme in John is life.  

 

3.2.1 Born of Water and the Spirit 3:5-7 

 

The meeting of Jesus and Nicodemus is unique to John, as is the concept of being 

ἄνωθεν born. ἄνωθεν usually means ‘above’ (Keener 1997, 149). However, it has 

a secondary meaning of again, and many scholars believe that there is a play on 

words here (Keener 1997, 149). When Jesus explains his meaning, he equates 

‘ἐὰν μή τις γεννηθῇ ἄνωθεν’ and ‘ἐὰν μή τις γεννηθῇ ἐξ ὕδατος καὶ πνεύματος’ – 

being born again/ from above means being born from water and S/spirit. 

 

There is debate as to whether γεννηθῇ ἐξ ὕδατος καὶ πνεύματος signifies baptism. 

Bruner (2012, 182-188) says that he agrees with the majority opinion, including 

that of Luther, Godet, Westcott, Schlatter, Brown and Lindars, that Jesus is 

speaking of Spirit-empowered baptism. However, Calvin, Dunn and Thyen among 

others argue instead that ὕδωρ speaks of natural birth, and πνεῦμα of spiritual 

birth, and therefore πνεύματος should be translated spirit (Bruner 2012, 184-185). 

Klink (2016, 198) says that grammatically ὕδατος καὶ πνεύματος belong together, 

and should be seen as a singular birth, not births. Considering the implication of 

entering God’s family as a new creation, baptism makes the most sense. 

 

Biblically, connecting water and Spirit is reminiscent of Ezekiel 36:25-27 and 

37:14a, where the combination brings new life and the ability to obey. This fits with 

3:6 where that born of σαρκὸς is contrasted with that born of πνεύματος, like the 

promise in Ezekiel that God would provide a new heart and spirit. Without the new 

birth, one is only flesh and cannot enter the kingdom of God. This is further 

emphasised by Jesus’ play on words equating wind and Spirit in 3:8. “The action 

of the Holy Spirit is mysterious and transcends control, manipulation or prediction” 

(Thiselton 2013, 137) – just as children are dependent on their mother for natural 

birth, so we are dependent on the Spirit for re-birth. 
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3.2.2 Living Water 4:10-14, 23-26; 7:37-39 

 

Jesus’ offer of living water to the Samaritan woman and to believers at the Feast 

of Tabernacles continues to construct the picture of the Spirit’s life-giving work. 

‘ὕδωρ ζῶν’ was running water, as in a stream or spring (Koester 2008, 144) which 

was required for purification rites (Keener 1997, 153).  

 

In Jesus’ conversation with the Samaritan woman he doesn’t identify the water as 

the Spirit, but I agree with Bruner (2012, 246-247) who understands “τὴν δωρεὰν 

τοῦ θεοῦ” (4:10) as the Holy Spirit, citing John’s explicit definition of living water as 

the Spirit in 7:37-39. The fact that this gift brings eternal life (4:14) also harks back 

to the earlier representation of the Spirit as one who brings life. 

 

ἁλλομένου (4:14) is a present participle that refers to “quick movement by living 

beings” (Klink 2016, 240). The present tense points to the continuous nature of 

this leaping and paints a vivid picture of the dynamic nature of the Spirit’s work in 

us. 

 

The Feast of Tabernacles involved the libation of water from the pool of Siloam 

onto the alter, to symbolise a prayer for rain but also the “eschatological hope of 

wells of salvation overflowing with abundance” (Ridderbos 1997, 272). In this 

context, Jesus’ pronouncement had eschatological significance. 

 

There is debate as to whom αὐτοῦ in 7:38 is referring – Jesus or believers. 

Believers is more likely as it echoes 4:14 which clearly speaks of believers. Unlike 

4:14, where the Spirit will be like a leaping spring, here Jesus promises ποταμοὶ - 

streams or rivers (Moulton 1978, 338) of living water. Κοιλία is the belly (Moulton 

1978, 234), and is used for any cavity in the body (Levison 2009, 376). This 

flowing could be referring to passages like Zechariah 14:8, “living waters shall flow 

out of Jerusalem”, and Ezekiel’s prophesy of life-giving water flowing from the 

temple (Ezek 47:1-12). This gives the sense in which the water is not just for the 

benefit of the believer, and it reminds us of Paul’s teaching that believers are the 
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new temple. However, rivers of living water flowing from one’s belly would certainly 

mean that one would never be thirsty! 

 

7:39 exudes significance, because it explains something of the timing and the 

means by which the Spirit is given, which will be further articulated in the Farewell 

Discourse. “οὔπω γὰρ ἦν πνεῦμα, ὅτι Ἰησοῦς οὐδέπω ἐδοξάσθη” (7:39) cannot 

mean that the Spirit is not yet in existence, as we have already been told of his 

presence on Jesus. Most translations add ‘given’ for clarity. This verse makes 

clear the price that is to be paid for the rivers of living water – the death and 

resurrection of Jesus. Only after his ascension can the Spirit be given in all his 

fullness.  

 

3.2.3 The Life-Giving Spirit 6:63 

 

In 6:63, Jesus explicitly defines the Spirit as the life-giver, linking this role with his 

ῥήματα. He seems to be saying that the flesh, or the natural person, is unable to 

understand Jesus’ message. But through the Spirit, “τὰ ῥήματα ἃ ἐγὼ λελάληκα 

ὑμῖν πνεῦμά ἐστιν καὶ ζωή ἐστιν.” (6:63). The repetition of ἐστιν is grammatically 

unnecessary and produces strong emphasis. This verse reinforces the statement 

in 3:34 that Jesus “τὰ ῥήματα τοῦ θεοῦ λαλεῖ”. Words are important, and as we 

learnt from the very beginning of this Gospel, Jesus’ words are vital. It is only 

through them that we can learn the truth of God and come to saving faith in Christ, 

which wells up in us to eternal life (4:14). As Peter said to Jesus, “ῥήματα ζωῆς 

αἰωνίου ἔχεις” (6:68). However, without the Spirit, words alone are useless. 

ζῳοποιοῦν is a present active participle, and so has a continuous sense. Our need 

of the Spirit’s gift of life is on-going. We are utterly dependent on the Spirit to live a 

life in Christ – on our own we can do nothing. 

 

3.2.4 The Spirit of Worship 4:23-26 

 

At the end of Jesus’ conversation with the Samaritan woman he speaks of 

worshipping “in Spirit and in Truth (ἐν πνεύματι καὶ ἀληθείᾳ)” (4:23). There is 

disagreement over whether spirit (πνεῦμα) here should be translated spirit or 
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Spirit. Some argue that Jesus is speaking of the human spirit, and of the necessity 

to worship with the right attitude. however, Bruner’s (2012, 263) argument is 

compelling, that it should translated Spirit, as that is the commonest meaning in 

John, and Spirit and Truth are frequently linked. 

 

The woman has been asking about the correct place to worship (4:20-22), but 

Jesus tells her that “a time is coming and now is (ἔρχεται ὥρα καὶ νῦν ἐστιν)” in 

which place will not matter. In the phrase “in Spirit and Truth (ἐν πνεύματι καὶ 

ἀληθείᾳ)” (4:23) in (ἐν) governs both nouns, and so they must be taken together 

(Klink 2016, 245). Soon, Jesus will tell his disciples that “τὸ πνεῦμα τῆς ἀληθείας” 

(14:17), further linking Spirit and Truth together. “God is spirit (πνεῦμα ὁ θεός)” 

(4:24) explains why the Spirit is needed for true worship. As Carson (1991, 225) 

says, “‘God is Spirit’ means that God is invisible, divine as opposed to human … 

unknowable to human beings unless he chooses to reveal himself”. It is only 

through that Spirit that we can truly worship him, and through God’s initiative – for 

“ὁ πατὴρ τοιούτους ζητεῖ τοὺς προσκυνοῦντας αὐτόν” (4:23). This is another 

aspect of the life-giving nature of the Spirit – as creatures our true life is as 

worshippers. 

 

3.3 The Paraclete 

 

John is the only one who uses the term ‘παράκλητος’ for the Spirit. The only other 

occurrence in the New Testament is 1 John 2:1 where Jesus is described as our 

advocate with the Father. There has been much debate as to how to understand 

this term (Köstenberger 2009, 396), which is reflected in its various translations, 

including Comforter, Counsellor, Advocate and Helper (Klink 2016, 631). The 

commonest Hellenistic usage is “advocate, professional legal advisor, defender or 

representative before a court” (Ridderbos 1997, 500). However, the range of roles 

attributed to the παράκλητος in 14-16 is much broader than that. There are three 

main themes: “a witness that vindicates and judges; a helper and aid; a counsellor 

and teacher” (Burge 1987, 9). One way to explore the meaning is to consider the 

meanings of the verb form παρακαλέω. Barrett (1978, 462) says its main usage in 

the New Testament is in reference to prophetic preaching or exhortation (for 
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example, Acts 2:40; 1 Corinthians 14:3) and consolation (for example in Acts 9:31 

where Luke speaks of “τῇ παρακλήσει τοῦ ἁγίου πνεύματος” which carries a sense 

of encouragement or comfort).  

 

It is important to recognise that Jesus implies that he is also a παράκλητοv, as he 

refers to Holy Spirit as ἄλλον παράκλητον (14:16). ἄλλον signifies “another of the 

same kind” (Klink 2016, 634). The Spirit mirrors Christ’s activity. Burge (1987, 140-

141) lists sixteen ways in which their roles are described in the same way in 

John’s Gospel, which reinforces that “the Paraclete is a successor to Jesus and, 

after his departure, does what he has done” (Carroll 2018, 89) The Spirit replaces 

Jesus’ comforting and strengthening presence in the disciples’ lives (Kostenberger 

and Swain 2008, 97). However, Jesus makes it clear that just as he has not 

spoken or acted on his own, but only in imitation of the Father (5:19-21), so too, 

the Spirit will proclaim the words of the Son, not his own words (16:13-15). In this 

way, the “Paraclete stands in relation to Jesus as Jesus stands in relation to the 

Father” (Sheridan 2007, 127), and he continues Jesus’ work in his followers. He is 

not another Jesus, as Jesus’ work as incarnate God is unrepeatable, but the Spirit 

elucidates and continues Jesus’ work (Newman 2013, 301-302). 

 

3.3.1 Spirit with us 14:16-17,16:7 

 

Throughout the Farewell Discourse, Jesus keeps returning to his promise to the 

disciples that he will not leave them alone, even though he dies. They are clearly 

confused and overwhelmed by the situation (14:5, 8; 16:4-6, 12). Jesus reassures 

them that the one he is sending will be with them forever (14:16) and will dwell 

within them (14:17). It will be like Jesus coming to them – they will not feel like 

orphans (14:18). Having the Spirit will be even better for them than having Jesus 

(16:7), and he will speak Jesus’ words (16:14-15). The Spirit will be ἄλλον 

παράκλητον – they have had one in the person of Jesus, but he is going away, 

whereas this one can be with them forever.  “When the Spirit comes to indwell 

believers, it will be as if Jesus himself were taking up residence in them” 

(Köstenberger 2009, 396-397). 
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Jesus says to the disciples that συμφέρει ὑμῖν (16:7) – it is to your(p) advantage 

(Moulton 1978, 384)– if he leaves. This is staggering. Most Christians would 

probably say that they would prefer a flesh and blood Jesus standing before them 

to a παράκλητος within them. But we have only to look at the behaviour and 

attitudes of the disciples before and after Pentecost to see the truth of Jesus’ 

words. As Frey (2018, 370) wisely says, “The Spirit is therefore not only a 

replacement but also the intensified, concentrated presence of Christ, whose 

salvific work is now mediated to the disciples and made understandable in its 

deeper dimensions”. 

 

3.3.2 Spirit as Teacher 14:26; 15:26; 16:12-15 

 

A primary role that the παράκλητοv will play in believers’ lives is that of teacher. 

Jesus had been teaching them throughout his ministry, now another will teach 

them. And in some ways this teacher will be even better than Jesus, because the 

disciples often misunderstood Jesus, and he was not able to tell them everything 

that he wanted to because they couldn’t bear it (16:12). But this teacher will be 

with them forever, and he will help them to remember everything that Jesus has 

said (18:26). He will also declare the things that are to come (16:13), taking what 

is Jesus’ and telling it to them (16:14-15). 

 

We can see examples of the Holy Spirit’s work of teaching and reminding in a few 

places in John. For example, in 2:19-22 where they remembered and believed, or 

12:16 where they did not understand at the time, but afterwards remembered. 

 

3.3.3 Spirit of Truth 14:17; 16:13 

 

The role of Spirit of Truth is closely aligned with the role of teacher. ὁ παράκλητος 

is described as τὸ πνεῦμα τῆς ἀληθείας (14:17) – the Spirit of Truth, or the Spirit 

who is Truth. Jesus has already said that he is Truth (14:6), and now he says that 

that the Spirit will guide them into all truth – “ὁδηγήσει ὑμᾶς ἐν τῇ ἀληθείᾳ πάσῃ” 

(16:13). “Jesus receives the truths from the Father, passes them on to the Spirit, 
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and the Spirit reveals them to the teachers of the church” (Osbourne 2018, 16:12-

15). 

 

3.3.4 Spirit Convicting the World 16:8-11 

 

16:8-11, where Jesus speaks of the Spirit’s role in convicting the world, is 

notoriously difficult to interpret. Aloisi (2004, 55) says there are at least seven 

major views! Of necessity only the briefest of considerations will be given here. 

 

Jesus has just been telling the disciples of the challenges ahead of them – of the 

persecution they will suffer (16:1-4). He then says that “συμφέρει ὑμῖν ἵνα ἐγὼ 

ἀπέλθω” (16:7) because only if he leaves can ὁ παράκλητος come. I would have 

expected Jesus to then to explain the Spirit’s role in comforting or teaching, but 

instead he speaks of his role in convicting the world. The word translated convict is 

ἐλέγξει, future active indicative. This verb has a broad semantic domain. Aloisi 

(2004, 57) considers its use in LXX, and says that its most common meaning is to 

rebuke a person with a goal of bringing about repentance. The world will be 

convicted concerning sin, righteousness, and judgement. Carson (1991, 537-538) 

argues that the world will be convicted of its self-righteousness, with the Spirit 

taking over the role that Jesus had had in doing this. In terms of judgement, Aloisi 

(2004, 64) understands that as “the prince of this world was judged at the cross, 

the Holy Spirit will convince the world that it too stands judged by the cross.” 

 

The focus of these verses is that it is the work of the Spirit to convict the world of 

their need for a saviour, as Jesus had during his ministry. Just as Jesus evoked a 

strong response in people, leading to either faith or rejection of him, so the Spirit 

will evoke a response, as will Jesus’ followers. It is only through the work of the 

Spirit of Truth that the world can come to know Jesus. 

 

3.3.5 Spirit as Witness 15:26-27 

 

We have already seen the Spirit’s role as witness in his first appearance in John 

(1:32-33). Witnessing is an on-going part of his role, and as he witnesses to 
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believers, they will be enabled to witness to the world. “These two verses combine 

to stress the one mission of God as the Spirit empowers and indwells the new 

messianic community, inspiring their witness to Jesus” (Osborne 2018, 15:26-27). 

 

3.4 Jesus Releases the Spirit 

 

3.4.1 Jesus Gives up the Spirit 19:30 

 

John concludes his description of Jesus’ passion with the intriguing phrase 

“παρέδωκεν τὸ πνεῦμα” (19:30). There is debate as to whether πνεῦμα in 19:30 

refers to Jesus’ personal spirit, and therefore describes his death, or if it is a 

reference to his release of the Holy Spirit. Burge (1987, 133-134) argues for the 

latter. He considers that παραδίδωμι is not the usual term used for giving up the 

spirit in death. Rather, he argues that it suggests handing something to a 

successor. Crump (2009, 82-89) argues for a third view, that Jesus is entrusting 

the Spirit to the Father in anticipation of the Spirit being given to believers after his 

resurrection. Newman (2013, 304) suggests that all these meanings may be 

intended, pointing to John’s fondness for double meanings. Given that Jesus has 

already made it clear that his death is a necessary pre-condition for the giving of 

the Spirit, this last option makes sense. 

 

3.4.2 Jesus Gives the Spirit to His Disciples 20:22 

 

The final reference to the Spirit in John’s Gospel tells of Jesus breathing on the 

disciples and commanding them to receive the Spirit, as he sends them in the 

same way that he himself was sent (20:21-22). Jesus frequently referred to himself 

as being sent by the Father. Before his death he promised to send another to be 

with them forever, and now he is sending the disciples in the same way (καθὼς). 

Jesus was sent with everything that he needed to accomplish his purpose. We can 

assume that if he is sending his disciples in the same way, they too are fully 

equipped. As Jesus began his ministry bearing the Holy Spirit, so do his disciples, 

as Jesus breathes the Spirit into them.  
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Many have argued that Jesus’ giving of the πνεῦμα ἅγιον in 20:22 is an alternative 

to Luke’s Pentecost account in Acts 2:1-13. However Köstenberger (2009, 399) 

persuasively argues that it is a “symbolic promise of the soon-to-be-given gift of 

the Spirit, not the actual giving of it fifty days later at Pentecost”. 

 

ἐμφυσάω is a much stronger word for breathing than other verbs that are used 

more commonly in the New Testament. It carries the suggestion of blowing (Klink 

2016, 826). ἐνεφύσησεν is used in the Septuagint in Genesis 2:7 to describe God 

giving life to Adam  and Elijah breathing life into the widow’s son (1 Kgs 17:17-24) 

and Ezekiel’s prophesy over the dry bones (Ezek 37:9-10) (Levison 2009, 369). Its 

use is unique in the New Testament, and the Old Testament antecedents can be 

used to justify considering this act of Jesus as suggesting a new creation (Levison 

2009, 370-371), (Klink 2016, 862). This reminds us of earlier references linking the 

Spirit with life and new birth and forms a fitting conclusion to the discussions of 

new birth early in the Gospel. 

 

4. APPLICATION 

 

There are two opposite errors that we can fall into regarding the Holy Spirit. One is 

to ignore him or to see him as an impersonal force. The other is to focus on him 

too much, to crave the excitement of charismatic experiences or the power that he 

can give us without coming to know the fullness of the Trinity, or recognising that 

his primary role is to point to Jesus. John’s Gospel is a corrective to both errors. 

Holy Spirit is depicted as truly a person, who continues Christ’s work in us, 

teaching, comforting, renewing, and refreshing us, and confronting the world with 

the offence of the Gospel. However, John’s focus on the Spirit as one who teaches 

and reminds us of Jesus’ words and who gives us life through him, as one who is 

sent as Jesus was sent, ultimately to show us the Father, shifts our focus from the 

Spirit on his own to the Spirit as part of the Godhead. This is not to say that the 

Spirit is unimportant. Christ clearly considered him essential to every aspect of our 

Christian life, but John continually reminds us that the Spirit points to Jesus. 
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There is tension here, though. The Spirit is a free gift, but we must receive him, 

and open ourselves to his teaching and exhortation. We must also subject 

ourselves to him, not try to use him. Jesus made it clear that we cannot control the 

Spirit, “τὸ πνεῦμα ὅπου θέλει πνεῖ” (3:8). He is God, and we must follow and obey 

him, not the other way around. 

 

The procession of sending – the Father sending the Son who sends us in the 

company of the Spirit to undertake Christ’s mission in the world takes our eyes off 

our own strengths and weaknesses and on to the enabling presence of the Spirit. 

Jesus began his mission when the Spirit ἔμεινεν ἐπ’ αὐτόν. He paid the ultimate 

price to be able to send the Spirit to us. How foolish we are if we fail to listen to 

him, or if we ignore his presence in our lives. ἡ σὰρξ οὐκ ὠφελεῖ οὐδέν (6:63) – 

relying on our own abilities is useless. When Jesus invited people to come to him 

and drink of ὕδατος ζῶντος, the foolishness of rejecting that offer was implied.  

 

The depictions in John remind us of the abundance of the gift of the Spirit. The 

image of the Spirit as a spring bursting up within us, and as rivers flowing from us 

turns our eyes from our need to God’s abundance. It is helpful to ask God to show 

us whether we are allowing anything in our lives to block the flow of living water in 

and from us. 

 

In our teaching and preaching, we must ensure that Holy Spirit is not ignored. A 

proper understanding of his nature and his role is vital for a true Christian life. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

 

Pneumatology is a key theme in John’s Gospel. Jesus uses several analogies to 

explain the nature and work of the Spirit. The Spirit is equated with water, wind, 

life, and truth. Unique to John’s Gospel is the use of the word παράκλητος for 

Spirit. Jesus uses this term to express a variety of ways in which the Spirit 

functions in our lives, as companion, teacher, reminder, witness and convictor. 

Throughout the Gospel, there is a trinitarian theme, where the roles of Father, Son 

and Spirit are clearly articulated, and their common message is emphasised. This 
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reminds us of our need to rely on the Spirit to fulfill the mission to which we are 

sent. 
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