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Pentecost 

 

John 14:15f 

 

‘If you love me, you will keep my  

commandments. And I will ask the Father, and he will  

give you another Advocate, to be with you for ever. 

 

The promise of the Holy Spirit seems straightforward 

enough.  It’s hard to explain the Holy Spirit—he 

remains a mystery.  But I find the best way of 

understanding the Spirit is on the basis of what the 

New Testament (and to a degree the OT also) says he 

does: 

 

Without the Holy Spirit   …. There is  

 no beginning the Christian life  John 3:5 

 no unity in the Church  1 Cor 12:13   

 indeed no Church at all   (Pentecost as the 

birthday of the Church)  

 no understanding of the truth  John 14:17 

 no change    2 Cor 3:18  

 no growth   Gal 5:22f.  

 no strength  Eph 3:16  

 no prayer to the Father  Rom 8:15f. 
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But, who shares in this?  Is this the advanced class in 

the Christian religion, for which the very holy alone 

are eligible … the A stream in the school of faith? 

 

‘If you love me, you will keep my  

commandments. And I will ask the Father, and he will  

give you another Advocate, to be with you for ever. 

 

And a verse from the next chapter 

You are my friends if you do what I command you.  

(15.4) 

 

The difficulty I’ve always had with this is that it takes 

me back to the school playground.  And to the sort of 

people who said: ‘You can play on my team if you do 

what I tell you’.  Or, ‘If you want to be my friend, 

you’ll have to let me choose what to play’.  And, 

indeed, how to play it. 

 

And although we might be a little more subtle about it, 

that sort of thing isn’t entirely unknown among adults. 

 

We don’t tend to warm to people who offer us 

friendship, or inclusion, on that sort of condition.  We 

think friendship and companionship has to be 

mutual … as when we begin any new relationship, 

perhaps especially a new friendship, there is an almost 

unconscious instinctive process of adjustment which 

must be gone through.   
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There are people who say, ‘This is where we’re going 

to go’, ‘Let’s do this’, ‘Let’s eat there’; and we go 

along with it, we accept their rather dominant not to 

say bossy character as part of the deal … if we are 

going to enjoy their friendship at all, this is how it 

will have to be.  In have a friend whom I love very 

dearly, but that is how it has always been.  There are 

other people who appear so self-effacing and ready to 

accept whatever we come up with that we end up 

having to make all the decisions, call all the shots.  

But most of us would want some sort of balance in 

any relationship.   

 

A good friend does not make his or her friendship 

conditional on us fitting in with his or her wishes. 

 

But here we have Jesus appearing to do exactly that.  

‘You are my friends if you do what I command you’.  

‘If you love me, you will keep my commandments.’  Or, 

put it the other way about, ‘Those who have my 

commandments and keep them are those who love 

me.’ 

 

Isn’t the gospel about the unconditional love of God?  

A love which can’t be earned, which is ours as a 

gift … Aren’t the clergy always going on about 

grace … which means much the same thing.  God’s 

love undeserved, unearned, unlimited, unstinting … 

poured out on us all through Jesus Christ.  Seen in the 

beautiful story of the prodigal son; the son who was 
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received, embraced, welcomed and restored by his 

loving father even before he’d begun to stammer out 

the speech of shameful apology he’d so carefully 

prepared. 

 

And here it seems all that is reversed.  If you do what 

I tell you, and if you love me, then the Father will 

love you, and so will I. And if you are really, really 

good, then you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.   

 

And if we are not careful, Christianity becomes a 

religion of legalism, careful observance of rules, of 

seeking to earn our way back into the favour of a 

demanding Lord.  What would then become of the 

glorious freedom that Paul constantly puts forward as 

our heritage?   

 

It is I think a matter of seeing things the right way 

round.  First of all, just what are these commandments 

we have to accept and obey in order to show our love 

for Jesus Christ?   

 

The context of these words is the upper room.  More 

particularly, those who hear these words of Jesus have 

just seen him strip off his outer clothes, take a basin 

of water and wash their feet.  In other words, he 

served them, he did the work of the most menial 

servant.  ‘You know what I have done for you? … 

You do the same for each other.’  ‘A new 
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commandment I give you, that you love one another, 

as I have loved you …’ 

 

Once we see that this is what Jesus means when he 

talks of obeying his commandments, we can begin to 

understand just what he means.  What is the rule we 

have to play by, if we want to join his team?  … if 

you don’t mind me going back for a moment to the 

playground. 

 

If you love me, keep my commandments.  William 

Temple says that the two go together: it isn’t just that 

true love is shown in obedience, it is that loveless 

observance of rules isn’t in view here at all—we 

simply cannot obey if we don’t love. 

 

This is one of those bits of the Christian faith where 

there seems to be no handhold or foothold at all for us 

ordinary creatures of flesh and blood, whose love 

fluctuates and grows cold, if indeed it is there at all.    

The North Face of the Eiger. 

 

And then it seems to be made still worse by what 

follows.   

 

If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And 

I will ask the Father, and he will give you another 

Advocate, to be with you for ever. 
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If the Holy Spirit is the reward for loving obedience, 

if the gift of his presence is conditional on adequate 

performance in both love and action—then what hope 

have we of knowing the comfort that he brings? 

 

But there is no condition to be read in here at all.  It is 

precisely because the gift of the Advocate to all the 

disciples—to us as well as to them—is unconditional, 

that there is any hope at all of showing any love and 

any Christian obedience in our loves at all.   

 

The gift of the Spirit, who makes Christian life 

possible at all.  The gift of the Comforter, who makes 

us strong to live the life of the people of God.  The 

gift of the Paraklete, the one who stands alongside us 

in trouble.  The gift of the Spirit of truth, who leads us 

in the truth.  The gift of the Advocate, whom St Paul 

says, cries out within us to the Father, both bearing 

witness that we are children of God, children of the 

Father, entitled to cry out to him using the word that 

Jesus used, Abba, Father!; and interceding for us with 

the Father with sighs or groans too deep for words. 

 

The Gift of the Spirit, God at work in us individually 

and together, bringing into being his fruit … love, joy 

peace and all the rest; rotting out the weeds as the 

heavenly gardener, shaping us into the character of 

Jesus Christ. 
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None of this is an optional extra to the Christian life 

for the especially keen or the especially holy: it is the 

Spirit who makes any Christian life possible at all.   

He is the Counsellor, the Advocate, the Comforter, 

the one who comes to stand with us and live in us, the 

Holy Spirit.  And who enables each of us to begin to 

obey the command of Jesus to love, not only in word 

but in action. 
 

If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I 

will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, 

to be with you for ever. 

 

 


