
Introduction

     The Person of the Holy Spirit is well established within the entire scope of Scripture.  He is 

first mentioned in Genesis 1:2 and appears frequently throughout the Old Testament.  He is no 

less visible in the New Testament, but there is perhaps no more important picture of the extent of 

His nature and work than the one expressed in the Gospel of John.1  This paper will examine 

both the Person and the work of the Holy Spirit as it is expounded in John's Gospel.  Information 

on the Person of the Holy Spirit will be ascertained primarily from passages in John chapters one 

and three and from the final discourse of Jesus in chapters fourteen through fifteen.  A discussion 

of the work of the Holy Spirit will encompass material from John chapters one, four, six, seven, 

and the final discourse in chapters fourteen through sixteen as well as the more controversial 

reference to the giving of the Holy Spirit contained in John chapter twenty.  This paper will show 

how the Person of the Holy Spirit should be understood and more importantly, how His work 

affects disciples of Jesus Christ living in the twenty-first century.

The Person of the Holy Spirit

     The first reference to the Person of the Holy Spirit in John's Gospel is found in 1:32, where 

the Gospel records the testimony of John the Baptist that the Spirit descended on Jesus as a dove 

from heaven, an account which harmonizes with the Synoptic gospels, which all record a similar 

testimony.2  John's Gospel begins with an allusion to the Old Testament book of Genesis and its 

opening chapter with his use of the phrase, “in the beginning.”  John continues that parallel with 

the testimony of the Spirit at Jesus' baptism.  In Genesis 1:2, the Spirit of God is said to be 

“hovering over the face of the waters,” and in John 1 the Spirit, as a dove, “remains” over Jesus 

1 Frederick R. Harm, 1987, "Distinctive titles of the Holy Spirit in the writings of John," Concordia 
Journal 13, no. 2: 119-135, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost, (accessed September 27, 
2009), 119.

2 See Matthew 3:16; Mark 1:10 and Luke 3:22 for these parallel accounts.
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in a way that could certainly extend the imagery of Genesis 1 into John 1.3  More importantly 

regarding this emphasis on the study of the Person of the Holy Spirit is the implication of Him as 

a distinct being separate from Jesus, who is God the Son, yet a being who is still God as well. 

Here the Spirit also is shown as a witness, which foreshadows part of His work in the Gospel of 

John as well, and will be examined in greater detail later.  

     Another passage that explains the distinct nature of the Person of the Holy Spirit is John 

chapter three.  While this passage is also descriptive of the work of the Holy Spirit, it is work that 

is accomplished by a unique Person, and not by an impersonal force, and this Person is separate 

from the Person of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, as evidenced in verse 34 which states, “For he 

whom God has sent utters the words of God, for he gives the Spirit without measure.”  The Spirit 

of God is shown as a person distinct from Jesus in this passage which echoes the earlier 

statement that the Spirit “remained” on Jesus after His baptism.4  But these early mentions of the 

Person of the Holy Spirit are not as explicit in nature as the description in John 14-15, where the 

Person of the Holy Spirit is more specifically defined and explained.

      In this section of John, commonly referred to as the farewell discourse, Jesus speaks more 

plainly regarding both the Person and the work of the Holy Spirit.  The distinction between them 

as Persons is clarified by the repeated references to the departure of Jesus as a necessitating 

factor for the arrival of the Holy Spirit in chapters 14 and 15.  This section introduces the Holy 

Spirit as a Paraclete, which is a term that is only used by John regarding the Holy Spirit.5  Harm 

notes that the use of this term and the language surrounding it in the discourse paints an intensely 

3 D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John, Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1991, 
153. 

4 Ibid., 212-213.  This idea is also reflected in Frank Pack's article, "The Holy Spirit in the Fourth Gospel,” 
which is referenced in the bibliography for this paper.

5 The only other use of the term Paraclete is found in 1 John 2:1, which is considered by this writer and 
many conservative biblical scholars to be the work of the same writer as the Gospel of John.  
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personal picture. According to John 14:16-17, the Holy Spirit is said to be given upon the request 

of Jesus to the Father.  This is a request made to someone whom Jesus considers an “equal” for 

another comforter, who is also considered an “equal” in kind, as the one making the request.6 

This is a particularly interesting, if somewhat baffling, picture of the nature of the Trinity of God 

as three Persons who are the same in nature and yet different in their Persons.  This mystery does 

not diminish the Person of the Holy Spirit but rather confirms it in a unique way.  In fact, the 

parallel descriptions of Jesus and the Holy Spirit in identical terms are abundant in the Gospel of 

John and serve to punctuate the Holy Spirit as a Person in and of Himself.7  Walvoord also 

concludes that the use of personal pronouns by Jesus in John 15 and 16 constitute another proof 

of the Personality of the Holy Spirit.8  Yet, while the references to the Holy Spirit as a Person are 

important; it is noteworthy that the very activity done by the Holy Spirit is a great indicator of 

His personal nature as well.9  It is the work of the Holy Spirit that both emphasizes His Person 

and also makes the greatest impact on the believer who reads John's Gospel today.  

The Work of the Holy Spirit

     There is plenty of activity ascribed to the Holy Spirit throughout Scripture, but the Gospel of 

John provides a unique accounting of not only the work of the Holy Spirit, but also information 

regarding the how and why behind that work as explained by Jesus to His disciples and those He 

taught during His ministry.  The examination of the work of the Spirit and the behind the scenes 

picture that Jesus provides in the Gospel of John will form the bulk of this examination into the 

activity of the Holy Spirit.  These works will be considered in three broad categories for the 

6 Frederick R. Harm, "Distinctive titles of the Holy Spirit in the writings of John," 120.
7 Frank Pack, 1989, "The Holy Spirit in the Fourth Gospel," Restoration Quarterly 31, no. 3: 139-148, 

ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost, (accessed September 27, 2009), 142-143.
8 John F. Walvoord, 1940, "The person of the Holy Spirit," Bibliotheca sacra 97, no. 386: 166-188, ATLA 

Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost,(accessed September 27, 2009), 169.
9 Ibid., 168.
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purpose of this study: His work as a witness, His work as a comforter, and His work as a source 

of life.

The Spirit's Work as a Witness

     The first appearance of the Holy Spirit in John, as noted earlier, is as a witness at the baptism 

of Jesus.  This work of the Holy Spirit as a witness to Jesus Christ is expanded upon in Jesus' 

discourse in John 15.  This witnessing work is spelled out in verses 26-27, “But when the Helper 

comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the 

Father, he will bear witness about me.  And you also will bear witness, because you have been 

with me from the beginning.”  Here Jesus explains that one of the functions of the Holy Spirit is 

to act as a witness about Him.  This is the role He fulfilled at Jesus' baptism and it is an ongoing 

role that He will fulfill alongside the disciples of Jesus Christ after Jesus has gone back to the 

Father.  According to Pack, this work is seen in operation exactly as promised in Acts 5:32, 

where Peter explains that they bear witness alongside the witness of the Spirit that God has given 

to them.10  In addition to this activity of the Holy Spirit as the Paraclete described by John, there 

are more roles expounded by John using this term in regard to the activity of the Holy Spirit.

Understanding the Holy Spirit as the Paraclete  

     The term Paraclete is entirely unique to John and comes from the Greek word, paraklētos,  

which is variously translated as Counselor, Helper, Intercessor, Advocate, or Comforter, in 

English depending on the translator.  The unusual use of this term has been a source of much 

discussion regarding the Holy Spirit and what it says about Him.  Kostenberger notes that this 

term is difficult to translate into English because there appears to be no single English word that 

10 Frank Pack, “The Holy Spirit in the Fourth Gospel," 145-146.
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captures the full meaning and nuance of the Greek.11  For this reason, a fuller examination is 

warranted of the other three instances of the use of the term Paraclete of John 14-16 as it pertains 

to the work of the Holy Spirit. 

     The first use of the term occurs in John 14:16, where Kostenberger and others note that the 

Holy Spirit is referred to as “another Helper” by Jesus.  The Greek in this passage connotes a 

similarity in activity between Jesus and the Holy Spirit and gives some insight into John's 

meaning behind the word.12  In this context, the Holy Spirit acts as a stand in for Jesus after He 

has gone away.  He is a continuing presence of God with the disciples of Jesus forever.  This 

promise is not limited to only the Apostles, but is given to all who love God and keep His 

commandments.  In fact, based on Jesus' description in the following verses, this fellowship with 

the Holy Spirit will be more intimate and personal than was the disciple's experience with Jesus 

in the flesh, because God will dwell within believers rather than alongside them as Jesus had 

done during His ministry.13  This relationship is further evidence of the personal nature of the 

Holy Spirit14 and it is developed further in the ministry of the Holy Spirit to teach believers as a 

personal instructor according to John 14:26ff.

     The teaching role of the Holy Spirit is similarly an extension of the teaching ministry of Jesus. 

Jesus taught His disciples for approximately three years of ministry, but the Gospel writers are 

quick to point out that the disciples often did not understand what Jesus was doing or teaching at 

that time.  In John 14:26, Jesus promises that the Helper, or Paraclete, would also serve to remind 

and instruct them regarding those things that Jesus taught them.  Many see this promise and work 

11 Andreas J. Kostenberger, Encountering John: The Gospel in Historical, Literary, and Theological 
Perspective, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1999, 157-158. 

12 Ibid., 157.
13 Frank Pack, “The Holy Spirit in the Fourth Gospel," 143-144.
14 Frederick R. Harm, "Distinctive titles of the Holy Spirit in the writings of John," 122.
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partially fulfilled in the production of the four Gospels as well as the other books of the New 

Testament.15  This teaching capacity of the Holy Spirit also extends beyond the first century 

disciples who walked with Jesus into the lives of disciples through the century; as the same 

Person who inspired the Scriptures is still present to bring understanding of those Scriptures for 

modern readers as well.  This function of the Holy Spirit in modern times is important to 

understand.  Since John's Gospel promises that the Holy Spirit will indwell believers forever,16 it 

follows that modern believers have an “inside scoop” on the meaning of Scriptures that is not 

available to someone who does not have the Holy Spirit within.  But while these works of the 

Holy Spirit are primarily directed toward and for the benefit of believers; the final instance of the 

Paraclete passages turns attention to the Holy Spirit's work among the rest of the world.17

     John 16:7-11 contains not only the repeated promise of Jesus to send the Paraclete after He 

leaves, but also an additional description of the work of the Paraclete, or Holy Spirit, in that role. 

This passage exploits more fully the possible legal connotation of the Greek terminology as it 

presents the Holy Spirit in part as a judge or prosecutor for the world.18  Even though these 

verses appear to give a clear indication of the Spirit's work to those who read it in English, these 

verses present some level of difficultly in understanding in the original Greek.19  The first work 

of the Holy Spirit according to these verses is uncomplicated and generally agreed upon as the 

conviction of the world regarding sin, or more simply, the Spirit will cause people to see their 

own sin as it truly is viewed from God's perspective.  However, the second “conviction” presents 

15 This assertion is made by most of the sources used for this research paper.
16 Frederick R. Harm, "Distinctive titles of the Holy Spirit in the writings of John," 123.
17 Donald A. Carson, "The function of the paraclete in John 16:7-11," Journal of Biblical Literature 98, no. 

4 (December 1979): 547-566, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost (accessed September 27, 
2009), 552-553.

18 Frederick R. Harm, "Distinctive titles of the Holy Spirit in the writings of John,"125-126.
19 Donald A. Carson, "The function of the paraclete in John 16:7-11," 547.
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a larger problem according to Carson,20 a view that is confirmed by the wide range of translations 

regarding this phrase in 16:8.21  The question is whether the Spirit convicts the world to show 

God's righteousness or if He convicts the world regarding its own “self-righteousness.”  Several 

translations prefer the former view in some way, either implicitly or explicitly, but the case for 

the latter understanding is an interesting one.  Carson views this as a conviction of self-

righteousness in line with the ministry of Jesus throughout the book of John, where He is seen 

chastising the Jews in general and the Pharisees in particular regarding their improper 

understanding of righteousness.  The evidence from John alone consists of statements in John 

5:39-40; 7:19; and 12:42-43 as a short list of examples.  Having considered the argument and 

evidence offered by Carson in his article regarding this passage, it is the opinion of this writer 

that the view of conviction regarding “self-righteousness” is the correct one.22  It has the added 

support of verse 10 regarding this conviction of righteousness, which Jesus says will be done 

because He has gone to the Father and won't be with them anymore, presumably to continue 

what He has done to this point in that regard.  

     The final conviction of the Paraclete in John 16 is the conviction of judgment.  Carson views 

this as a third area of conviction in line with the previous two.  Which is to say that the 

conviction of judgment is a conviction against incorrect or false judgment.  This is again based 

upon the Greek in this passage, but it is given further credence by Jesus' other statements in John, 

such as in 7:24, “Do not judge by appearances, but judge with right judgment."  If the Spirit's 

work as the Paraclete is a continuation of the work of Jesus in the Gospel, then it is reasonable to 

conclude that the conviction of judgment that John refers to is a correction of the world's 

20 Ibid., 558-559.
21 The reader is invited to make their own survey of translations to see the different renderings.
22 Ibid., 559-560.
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judgment rather than a conviction regarding the judgment of God on the world in regards to sin.23 

There is still more to examine regarding the work of the Paraclete in John 14-16 as the Paraclete 

is also considered a Comforter or Helper.

     This comforting and helping aspect is present throughout the entire final discourse passage. 

In John 14:16-18, the Paraclete is promised as a permanent Helper to live within the disciples, in 

a manner reminiscent of what Christ earlier promised in John 7:37-39.  This Helper will in fact 

continue to do the work that Jesus has done with the disciples by working through the disciples. 

No longer will Jesus do everything while the disciples sit back and watch; now the disciples will 

be enabled, by the presence of the Helper or Holy Spirit, to do all of the things that Jesus has 

done, as reflected in his statement in 14:12.  Part of the work of the Holy Spirit then, is to 

empower believers to do the things that Jesus did in His ministry.  But in addition to the help that 

the Holy Spirit would give is the element of comfort that He would bring.  A modern reader may 

not fully appreciate the importance of this to the disciples who first heard these words, because 

they have not experienced the same trauma that the disciples were about to undergo.  These men 

had walked with Jesus for about three years.  He had shepherded them and guided them and 

taught them and even protected them in ways they were only now beginning to realize.  With His 

death, they would lose that protection and comfort and they had good reason to be afraid.24 

Christ promised the Holy Spirit would step into His place and take over that role as well.  The 

disciples would not be left on their own, they would have God's own Spirit living within them. 

This is why Jesus continues to tell them that it is better for Him to go away and send the Spirit to 

dwell within them.  Soon after the resurrection, John presents an account of how this promise 

23 Ibid., 561.
24 Note Jesus' words in John 14:1 and 16:33
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came to be fulfilled; leaving one final issue regarding the Holy Spirit in the Gospel of John, the 

giving of the Holy Spirit to the disciples.

The Giving of the Holy Spirit

     The account in John 20:21-23 is a point of discussion for many within the body of Christ. 

Some see it as hopelessly contradictory with the account in Acts 1-2 of the giving of the Holy 

Spirit to the church and numerous attempts have been made to harmonize the two.  John Pretlove 

lists no fewer than eight different views that attempt to resolve the two passages.25  The solution 

most appealing to this writer however, is Pretlove's own interpretation of the passage as an 

allusion to Ezekiel 37, particularly verses 9-10.  The entire study is interesting and sheds a 

different light on this passage in John 20.  The chief reason for considering this passage as a key 

to understanding the account in John 20 is the frequent allusions to the surrounding context of 

Ezekiel 34-37 throughout John's Gospel.26  The passage pertinent to this section of John is the 

aforementioned section in Ezekiel 37:9-10 which is part of the vision of the “valley of dry 

bones” that is brought back to life:

Then he said to me,"Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say to the 
breath, Thus says the Lord GOD: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe 
on these slain, that they may live." So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the 
breath came into them, and they lived and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great 
army. 

The similarities between this passage and the one in John 20 are striking and Pretlove concludes 

that this is John's way to show that the disciples are the core of a “new Israel” who are being 

raised up and given life by Jesus.  The fact that the bones come to life and become an 

“exceedingly great army” is seen as a further confirmation for Pretlove that this passage, which 

25 John Pretlove, "John 20:22--help from dry bones?," Criswell Theological Review 3, no. 1 (Fall 2005): 
93-101, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost (accessed September 27, 2009), 94-96.

26 Ibid., 98-99.
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is seen as John's “great commission” passage, shows that the disciples will fulfill the Great 

Commission.27  In any case, this imagery and idea fits perfectly within the structure of John and 

leads to one other aspect of the Holy Spirit in John that has not yet been discussed: the Spirit as a 

source of life.

Life in the Spirit

     The understanding that the Spirit is necessary for life comes from two key passages in John 

chapter 3 and 6.  In John 3, Jesus teaches Nicodemus regarding the idea of being born again, 

which could be a reference to a passage in Ezekiel 36, and explains that a person must be born 

again or “born of the Spirit” in verse 8.  Pretlove sees confirmation of this notion in the 

chastisement that Jesus gives to Nicodemus for not understanding the concept in John 3.28  This 

idea is again brought up by Jesus in John 6:63, where He states, “It is the Spirit who gives life; 

the flesh is no help at all. The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life.”  This statement 

taken in conjunction with the teaching given to Nicodemus and the aforementioned interpretation 

of the giving of the Spirit in John 20 work together to paint a picture of the work of the Spirit to 

give life, which is a key theme in John and part of his purpose for writing the Gospel in the first 

place.29  Earlier in John, Jesus chastised the Jews for thinking that they could find life by 

searching in the Scriptures instead of finding life in the Person the Scriptures point to, referring 

to Himself, and as this study has pointed out, the Person of the Holy Spirit is continuing the 

mission and work of Jesus Christ which would necessitate His work in this area as well to show 

the source of life.  This has important implications for believers today as the reader should 

understand that knowing the book is not the same as knowing any of the three Persons of God.

27 Ibid., 97.
28 Ibid., 98.
29 John 20:30-31
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Conclusions

     This study has sought to demonstrate two main ideas about the Holy Spirit from the Gospel of 

John: the fact of His Person and the nature and means of His work and activity.  The first aspect 

is important as it shows persuasively the necessity of the doctrine of the Trinity of God.30  It is 

evident from the Gospel of John that the Holy Spirit is regarded as a distinct person who is fully 

God in substance and standing.  Just as Jesus claimed equality with God the Father for Himself, 

He also claimed equality for the Person of the Holy Spirit with both Himself and the Father. 

This is a very straightforward explication of the three Persons who make up the Trinity of 

Christian understanding.  The Person of the Holy Spirit is also key to the relational aspect of His 

work in the life of the believer and His work in other areas which will now be reviewed.

     The works of the Holy Spirit have been divided into three categories for this study: 

witnessing, comforting and giving life.  The Holy Spirit's work in these areas is ongoing in the 

life of believers beginning with the disciples, continuing through the present time and going 

onward to future generations of believers.  The Holy Spirit's work as a witness is demonstrated in 

Acts 5 as noted earlier and continues to be seen in the world today as believers bear witness 

using the Scripture that the Spirit inspired and trust Him to bear witness with those who hear it. 

His work in comforting is still important in the lives of believers today who are waiting and 

longing for the time when trouble will cease, but until that time comes, the promise of comfort 

and its reality in a Comforter remains.  Finally, the Spirit continues to give life.  This is witnessed 

all over the world, every day, as new believers come to faith in Jesus Christ through the witness 

of the Holy Spirit and believers.  Truly, it is the Spirit that gives life as Christ has said in John 

6:63.

30 John F. Walvoord, "The person of the Holy Spirit," 177.
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     Perhaps the most interesting aspect of this study for this writer was the issue regarding the 

giving of the Spirit in John 20.  While it is an issue that many Christians do not stop to consider 

or worry about, it is something that has been pondered before by this writer.  The analysis of the 

issue by Pretlove is insightful and has added credibility based on the use of the background 

passages in the Old Testament, particularly Ezekiel.  Many modern readers do not consider the 

deep background that the New Testament writers possessed regarding their understanding of the 

Old Testament and how it spoke about Jesus, despite the fact that the Gospel writers made it 

plain that Jesus taught them from the Scriptures, meaning the Hebrew Scriptures, regarding 

Himself.31  This explanation from Ezekiel is a strong one and hopefully sheds additional light for 

readers on this issue.  At the very least, it would be worth further investigation for any who have 

difficultly trying to resolve Acts 1-2 with this account from John.  

     This work has demonstrated that the Person and work of the Holy Spirit are not limited to just 

the first century or the bounds of Scripture.  The Holy Spirit is an ever-present help for the 

believer today in his/her time of need as a witness, as a comforter and as a source of life that 

Jesus promised.  John's Gospel gives an expansive view of the Holy Spirit and His work that 

every believer should understand and apply.  This is yet another reason why the Gospel of John 

is a valuable book for a new believer to start their walk of faith and yet a wonderful book for a 

seasoned believer to build a life of faith.   

31 Luke 24:27 is the most explicit reference for this, “And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he 
interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself.”
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