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This reading is John’s Pentecost.  The primary theme for today is the Holy Spirit.  When we read 

the New Testament lectionary readings for Pentecost Sunday (Acts 2.1-21; Romans 8.14-17; 

John 14.8-17), we realize how differently the different writers treat the Holy Spirit.  Paul and 

John are less dramatic than Luke, the author of Acts.  For John, the Spirit is present throughout 

the Gospel, and the gift of the Spirit, or “Pentecost” does not come fifty days after Passover 

(Easter) but on Easter evening.  Easter is completed by Pentecost.  Without Pentecost, Easter 

means the departure of the Christ; a leaving behind of the confused and uncertain disciples who 

can do no better than return to fishing (21.1-3).  With Pentecost, Jesus’ promise not to leave the 

disciples orphaned in the world is kept (14.18).   

 

Pentecost was the Jewish festival celebrating the early harvest.  It was also the commemoration 

of God’s giving the Law at Sinai.  Luke tells us that Jesus revealed himself to his disciples for 

forty days after the resurrection (Acts 1.3).  Following Jesus’ ascension (Acts 1.9-11), his 

followers continued to pray and wait with great expectations (Acts 1.12-14).  At Pentecost, the 

promise of the gift of the Spirit was fulfilled.  For the Jews, Pentecost was a celebration of the 

giving of the Law.  For Christians, Pentecost is a celebration of the giving of the Holy Spirit.  

More than specifying a date or a season, Pentecost symbolizes the coming of the Spirit that 

gathers, constitutes and empowers the church.  This is true whether John, Paul or Luke tells the 

story. 

 

John helps us to think of the Spirit in ways other than sheer excitement or emotional agitation.  

The story we read for today is not “what the Bible says about the Holy Spirit,” but only a portion 

of John’s teaching about the Spirit.  According to John, the Spirit is associated with Jesus.  The 

Spirit came upon Jesus at his baptism and Jesus baptizes with the Spirit (John 1.33).   

 

The context for our lection is within the parting words of Jesus to his followers that he is leaving 

behind.  The disciples are sad and confused.  They are asking Jesus questions.  Philip asks Jesus, 

“Lord, show us the Father” (v. 8).  Within their questions are the basic human hunger for God 

and the understanding that Jesus is the revelation of God.  John’s portrait of Jesus throughout this 

Gospel is that he is the revealer of God (1.18).  Within the farewell discourses of John we find 

five especially instructive passages concerning the Spirit.  Two of those passages are in today’s 

reading, the third is found in the reading for Trinity Sunday (June 6).   

 

The NRSV translates the Greek parakletos as “Advocate.”  The RSV prefers “Counselor.”  In 

our world that is filled with litigation, the legal overtones of “Advocate” are unfortunate.  

Perhaps even “Counselor” is not as helpful as it once was due to the therapeutic connotation of 

that word.   

 



I prefer the “Comforter” because the text defines parakletos by adding “to be with you forever.”   

The Spirit is God’s powerful and nurturing presence.   

 

In verse 15 the disciples are told by Jesus, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”   

How can they live in such a way that their affection for Jesus does not degenerate into 

sentimentality, but continues to express itself in concrete deeds of mercy and in faithful 

obedience?  How can they cope with a world that is arraigned against them and not regress to 

what they were doing before he entered their lives?  The answer is the Comforter, whose 

sustaining influence has no end.   

 

In verse 17 we read the term “Spirit of truth,” which recurs in 15.26 and 16.13 (see Scripture 

Comments from May 16, 2010).  The Spirit of truth will “hold the church’s feet to the fire.”  The 

Spirit forces a reality check.  The Spirit will prod, needle, and cajole the community of faith to 

embrace its distinctiveness as the people of God.  The promise of the Spirit is not a promise to 

make things easier. On the other hand, the words of Jesus contain promises about resurrection, 

life, a secure dwelling place, a meaningful present and a hopeful tomorrow.  The Spirit prevents 

the church from forgetting that it has a future and helps it translate the message of Jesus so that 

the future is not simply endless time but rich with promise.   

 

In four of the five passages about the Spirit in the farewell discourses, John emphasizes that the 

Spirit is a gift from God.  Two passages designate that the Father is the sender of the Spirit 

(14.16, 26) and two passages designate Jesus as the sender (15.26; 16.7).  This is not 

coincidental.  There is nothing in this world that can entice or force the Spirit’s hand.  There is 

no manipulation by a group, no set form of prayer, no up-stretched hands that will force the 

action of the Spirit.  The promise to the church of God’s presence always remains at God’s 

initiative and as a promise of God; it is one on which the church can rely. 

 

It is the power and work of the Spirit that distinguishes disciples from the world.  It is the Spirit 

that sets apart the church as a peculiar community.  This means that the church cannot take its 

cues for its life, its worship, work and mission, from the secular culture.  The peace that the 

church seeks and receives from the Spirit is different from that which the world understands as 

peace.  The peace given the church is the promise of the divine presence and the assurance that 

the people of God are not orphaned and are not left destitute.  The Christian faith has a memory 

and to be a Christian is to be enrolled in a tradition as well as to be set free for the future.   
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