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“Another Paraclete”: The 
holy spirit in John 14–17

I
n John’s Gospel, a group of five 
passages refer to the Holy Spirit 
as “Paraclete” or “Spirit of truth” 
(14:16, 17, 25, 26; 15:26, 27; 

16:7–11, 13–15). Besides their distinct 
terminology, what sets these pas-
sages apart is that (1) all occur in 
the “Farewell Discourses” (chaps. 
14–17); (2) they deal with the coming 
of the Spirit; and (3) they describe 
functions completely different from 
the ones found in the Gospel’s nar-
rative sections (chaps. 1–13, 18–21). 
While in those sections the Holy 
Spirit is mostly a life-giving power 
through which God regenerates and 
transforms those who believe in 
Him (3:3, 5, 6; 6:63; 7:37, 38), the 
predominant idea in the Farewell Dis-
courses features that of an Instructor, 
a Witness, and a Guide—concepts 
that go way beyond the impression 
of an impersonal Power. In fact, those 
five passages “provide the strongest 
evidence for conceiving of the Spirit 
as a distinct figure, an independent 
agent or actor”1 and are among the 
ones that greatly contributed to the 
development of the Christian doctrine 
of the Spirit.

The	meaning	of		
parakletos

The meaning of parakle-tos is 
disputed. From the linguistic stand-
point, parakle-tos relates to the verb 
parakaleo-, which means only “called 

to one’s side.” When used as a noun, 
the word involves the idea of legal 
assistance. In Latin, the equivalent 
term was advocatus (“advocate”), 
and this shows how parakle-tos was 
understood by ancient Christian 
Latin writers and translators. Under 
the influence of the noun parakle-sis  
(“consolation, comfort”), some 
translators and Greek fathers came 
to understand parakle-tos as a com-
forter or counselor, a meaning also 
preferred by Wycliffe, Tyndale, and 
Luther, among others. The point, 
however, is that none of these is fully 
appropriate to John’s parakle-tos, 
except 1 John 2:1 in which this 
refers to Jesus (though not as a title) 
and certainly means “advocate” 
(“intercessor,” “mediator”). John 
Ashton rightly says that “the problem 
of the meaning of parakle-tos can-
not be solved linguistically,”2 and 
this may explain why, in his Latin 
Vulgate, Jerome (c. 347–420) used 
the transliteration Paracletus rather 
than a translation. In 1 John 2:1, he 
translated it correctly as advocatus.3

Several scholars believe that 
John’s parakle-tos is related to the 
Aramaic Peraqlîta-, itself a transliteration 
of the Greek word. Peraqlîta- appears 
several times in rabbinic literature in 
reference to someone who intercedes 
for another. It was also used in the 
Targums to convey the meaning of 
the Hebrew me-lîs, a term that was 

associated both in the Old Testament 
(Job 33:23; cf. 16:20) and in the Dead 
Sea Scrolls (1QH 10.13; 14.13) with 
notions of intercession and instruc-
tion.4 Both notions are present in the 
Johannine Paraclete passages (John 
14:16, 17, 25, 26; 15:26, 27; 16:7–11, 
13–15). In Jewish thought, therefore, 
there are several precedents that 
combine forensic and pedagogical 
functions in a way that resembles 
the role assigned to the Paraclete in 
the Fourth Gospel. And it is precisely 
that role, not so much the linguistic 
or historical origin of the term, that 
should receive our closest attention, 
especially if we want to have a clearer 
understanding of the Spirit’s function.

The Spirit as a person
Among the functions ascribed to 

the Spirit in the Paraclete passages 
are the following: teaching (John 
14:26), reminding of everything that 
Jesus said when He was here (v. 
26), and guiding into all the truth, 
announcing the things that are to 
come (16:13). The Spirit speaks; 
hears (16:13); glorifies (v. 14); testi-
fies (15:26); and convicts concerning 
sin, righteousness, and judgment 
(16:8). The Spirit also has been 
described as “another Paraclete” 
(14:16), who comes to take Jesus’ 
place (16:7), suggesting not only 
that Jesus Himself was a Paraclete 
to the disciples, but also that the 
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Spirit would perform a role similar to 
the role of Jesus, with the difference 
that His presence should be even 
more appreciated than that of Jesus 
Himself (14:28). The Spirit would also 
be free from time limitations, as He 
would be with the disciples forever 
(v.16). In addition, the Spirit comes 
from God (15:26; 16:7); that is, He 
is sent by God (14:26) as John the 
Baptist (1:6; 3:28) and Jesus Himself 
were (3:34; 6:29, 57; 7:29; etc.). 
The Spirit can also be known and 

received (14:17; cf. 7:39) as Jesus 
could (1:12; 6:69; 10:14; 13:20).5

All of this points to a distinct, 
independent, and personal Figure 
who, at the same time, shows 
some divine characteristics, such 
as the capacity to transcend space 
and time. While it is true that in 
John 14:18 Jesus talks about the 
coming of the Paraclete (cf. vv. 16, 
17), He promises that He Himself 
will return to the disciples, which 
has already been taken to mean 
that the Paraclete is the glorified 
Christ Himself, who comes back to 
the disciples in a spiritual, invisible 
form.6 Several commentators see 
this return of Jesus in connection 
to the Parousia (cf. vv. 1–3) or to His 
appearances after the Resurrection, 
particularly the one in John 20:19–
23, when He breathes the Spirit on 
the disciples.7 However, by saying 
that He would not leave the disciples 
as orphans, Jesus was more likely 
referring to the coming of the Spirit, 
for we find it difficult to see how 
the distant Parousia (considering at 

least the time when the Gospel was 
written) or a few post-Resurrection 
appearances during the interval of 
only 40 days (Acts 1:3) could solve 
the disciples’ orphanhood. It seems 
more natural, therefore, to interpret 
Jesus’ promise in connection to 
the coming of the Spirit.8 Even so, 
Jesus and the Spirit cannot be the 
same Person, for Jesus refers to the 
Spirit as another Paraclete (John 
14:16), which preserves the personal 
distinction between Both, and, at the 

same time, points to the similarity of 
roles. The same personal distinction 
is present in other passages where 
Jesus and the Spirit are mentioned 
side by side (1:32, 33; 7:39; 14:26; 
15:26; 20:22). In fact, by saying 
that He would come back to the 
disciples in the person of the Spirit, 
Jesus was (perhaps) only evoking 
the same concept when He said, 
“ ‘Whoever has seen me has seen 
the Father’ ” (14:9, ESV). That is, as 
the Father can be seen in the Son, 
the Son can come back in the Spirit. 
It is difficult not to conclude that the 
same Oneness that exists between 
the Son and the Father (10:30) also 
exists between the Son and the 
Spirit. Oneness, however, should 
never be confused with sameness. 
As the Son is not the Father, the 
Spirit is not the Son.

The Spirit and grammar
In John’s Gospel, the Spirit is a 

Person, as much as the Father and 
the Son are. Since the Reformation, 
one of the most recurrent arguments 

for the personality of the Spirit is 
based on grammar. In Greek, Spirit 
(pneuma) is neuter, and several times 
in the Paraclete passages this word 
is accompanied by masculine pro-
nouns, in addition to some neuter 
pronouns, as it would be expected 
according to the rules of grammati-
cal agreement.9 The typical argument 
can be found in George E. Ladd when 
John correctly uses neuter pronouns 
in connection to pneuma: there is no 
implication “either for or against the 

personality of the Holy Spirit. But 
where pronouns that have pneuma 
for their immediate antecedent are 
found in the masculine, we can only 
conclude that the personality of the 
Spirit is meant to be suggested.”10

The argument, however, is not 
correct. The question is relatively 
simple. What is said means that 
where masculine pronouns are used, 
the closest noun is pneuma, thus 
being its antecedent. But the anteced-
ent of a pronoun must be determined 
by syntax, not by proximity; and when 
masculine pronouns are used, the 
syntactical antecedent is always para-
kle-tos, not pneuma, which stands only 
in apposition to parakle-tos.11 For this 
reason, sometimes John uses neuter 
pronouns in the same passages. He 
does so always when the syntactical 
antecedent is pneuma. This means 
that there is absolutely nothing abnor-
mal or meaningful in John’s use of 
pronouns in the contexts that refer to 
the Spirit. Also, the fact that parakle-tos 
is masculine does not have any 
implication regarding the personality 
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(much less the masculinity) of the 
Spirit. The gender of parakle-tos, as 
well as that of pneuma, is nothing 
more than a linguistic accident, and 
no theological conclusion should be 
derived from it.12

Another well-known argument 
tries to deduce not only the per-
sonality, but also the divinity, of the 
Spirit from the Greek adjective allos 
(“another”) used in John 14:16. 
Spiros Zodhiates, for example, says, 
“Christ designates the Holy Spirit as 
‘Paraclete’ . . . and He calls Him allos 
. . . ‘another,’ which means another of 
equal quality (and not heteros, another 
of a different quality). Therefore, Jesus 
Christ designates the Holy Spirit as 
equal with Himself, God.”13 This argu-
ment is even more erroneous than the 
other, to the extent that it confuses 
activity, or at most, personality with 
divinity.14 By referring to the Spirit as 
another Paraclete, Jesus, no doubt, 
was calling attention to the fact that 
the Spirit would continue the work 
that He Himself had initiated and 
would be with the disciples “forever.” 
The term may also contain an allusion 
to the personality of the Spirit as He 
would come to replace Jesus, but to 
take it ontologically as a reference to 
the likeness of nature between Jesus 
and the Spirit goes far beyond the 
evidence.

The argument makes a rather 
basic linguistic mistake: the one of 
concluding that because heteros  
usual ly involves a qual i tat ive 
distinction,15 allos also does. The 
fundamental notion of allos, how-
ever, is merely quantitative (for 
example, “another parable” in 
Matt. 13:24, 31, 33), unless used in 
opposition to heteros, which is the 
word that eventually stresses the 
qualitative differentiation anyway. 
For instance, this occurs in Galatians 
1:6, 7, where Paul says that the false 
gospel preached to the Galatians 
in his absence was not allos, but  
heteros.16 Joseph H. Thayer defines 
the question: “Allos as compared 
with heteros denotes numerical 
in distinction from qualitative 

difference; allos adds (‘one besides’), 
heteros distinguishes (‘one of two’); 
every heteros is an allos, but not 
every allos is a heteros; allos gener-
ally ‘denotes simply distinction of 
individuals, heteros involves the sec-
ondary idea of difference of kind.’ ”17

Conclusion
In John’s Farewell Discourses, 

the Holy Spirit is not merely an 
impersonal power but an Agent of 
God who comes to replace Jesus, 
the first Paraclete (14:26), and con-
tinues the work initiated by Him. This 
means that the Paraclete compares 
to Jesus in personality and activity. 
Also, the Paraclete is not the glorified 
Jesus Himself, but the Oneness 
between Both, which is similar to 
the Oneness that exists between the 
Father and the Son (10:30; 14:9), and 
Jesus’ attested the statement that 
He Himself would come back in the 
person of the Paraclete (14:18). So, 
“the Paraclete is the presence of 
Jesus when Jesus is absent.”18 

The cumulative evidence of 
Scripture indicates that the Holy 
Spirit is a divine Person. Remember, 
however, that the emphasis, even in 
John’s Gospel, does not rest on His 
personality or divine nature but on 
His work, and there we should put 
our emphasis as well—all the more 
so because God was pleased to 
make us participants in this work 
(20:21–23). In fact, the historical 
realization of the Spirit’s work 
depends entirely on us. That is, it is 
not but through us that the Spirit 
fulfills His mission in the world. This 
stands as a great privilege. But more 
than that, this becomes a sacred 
vocation, to be the instruments 
through which the Spirit advances 
Jesus’ work on earth (15:26, 27). 
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