
 287 

5. The discourse in the Upper Room was first of all Jesus’ response to His apostles’ concern 

over His departure. He’d announced that He would soon be leaving them and this left 

them deeply troubled: Jesus was the Messiah, sent by Yahweh to establish His kingdom 

in a restored Davidic throne and dynasty; departure in death at the hand of Rome was 

antithetical to this mission. And so it wasn’t simply that they feared being left alone and 

powerless; Jesus’ announcement dashed all of their hopes and expectations. Thus He 

followed His announcement with words of assurance and comfort. It was true that His 

death was going to change everything, but so as to fulfill their messianic hopes, not 

destroy them. He was indeed Israel’s Messiah and God was going to accomplish all that 

He promised concerning Him and His work. But the unexpectedness of His death had a 

counterpart in its outcome; what was coming for the apostles was going to transcend 

anything they could imagine. Their Lord’s departure in death was not the end of the story 

or their relationship with Him, but the foundation for a profoundly new and richer 

relationship. This first part of the discourse details that outcome and appropriately opens 

and closes with Jesus’ encouragement to set their hearts at ease (cf. 14:1, 27). 

 

a. Jesus assured His apostles that His departure would see His return and the 

transformation of their relationship with Him in new knowledge and power. And 

these promises were “yes and amen” because He and His Father were sending the 

Spirit. Dark and desperate days lay ahead for them, but a new dawn awaited at the 

end of the darkness. They needed to trust Him and hold fast to the things He’d 

taught them, and indeed they would do so. Just as all of Jesus’ other assurances 

were grounded in the promise of the Spirit, so it was with this one: The One who 

was coming to them as Advocate, Helper and Comforter was also coming as 

Teacher. Jesus understood that His instruction that evening was going to be lost in 

the tumult of the next days. And so it would be with all that He’d taught His 

apostles during His years with them. His presence and ongoing reminders were 

critically important to their conscious remembrance and so their ability to carry 

out their testimony on His behalf. They needed their Teacher and His continual 

instruction to fulfill their calling and He was going to satisfy this need in the 

person of the Holy Spirit (14:26, cf. again 15:26-27, 16:13-15). Jesus was 

returning to be with them in the Spirit, and so the Spirit would carry on His 

discipling ministration, teaching them by way of both reminder and new insight. 

 

b. The promise of the Spirit was Jesus’ answer to the apostles’ distress and fear. He 

knew that His words were upsetting, but His design in speaking them was that 

they should have peace. And not merely the calm of a relieved mind, but peace as 

He knew and experienced it (14:27). Jesus highlighted this in two particulars: 

 

First, He expressed it in terms of the characteristic Jewish shalom salutation. 

Invoking peace upon another person was a means of greeting (upon arrival and 

departure) as well as blessing (cf. 1 Samuel 25:5-6; Psalm 122:6-8, 125:4-5, 

128:1-6; Daniel 10:18-19; Luke 10:5-6), and Jesus seems to have had both in 

mind. He was departing from them with the blessing of peace, but in a unique 

fashion reflecting the nature and outcome of His departure; He invoked peace 

upon them, not as a hollow gesture, but as an actual endowment. 
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Jesus was leaving His apostles a legacy of peace, but of a particular sort and in a 

specific sense: He was endowing them with His peace – a peace which He 

personally enjoyed, but more importantly, which was unique to Him. This is a 

peace which the world cannot give because it neither possesses nor discerns it. 

This is true of the human world, but also the natural world that is the created 

order. Human beings cannot give to other humans the peace Jesus was speaking 

of, but neither can life “under the sun.” The peace Jesus promised to His apostles 

is a transcendent peace; it is not beyond human experience, but it cannot be 

obtained from within the natural realm. It transcends the natural order, not 

because it’s divine, but because it derives from the divine purpose and work as 

they are bound up in the Messiah. Raymond Brown’s comments are helpful: 

 

“In verse 20 Jesus used the Old Testament phrase, ‘on that day,’ implying that his 

indwelling with his disciples after the resurrection would fulfill the eschatological 

dreams of the prophets. For the prophets, the messianic king sent by God was to 

be a prince of peace (Isa. 9:6) who would ‘command peace to the nations’ (Zech. 

9:10). The bringer of good tidings was to be one who announces peace and 

salvation (Isa. 52:7). The theme of peace also belongs to the covenant mentality 

we have seen exhibited at the Last Supper. In Ezek. 37:26, Yahweh says to 

Ezekiel: ‘I will make a covenant of peace with them.’ [cf. also Ezekiel 34 and 

Isaiah 54] (Ezekiel makes it clear that an essential part of the covenant is that 

Yahweh would set His sanctuary in the midst of His people forever; so also Jesus’ 

covenant with his followers involves his indwelling forever.)”  

 

c. Jesus’ talk of His departure left the apostles stunned and grieved. In their minds, 

there was nothing good or advantageous about it; He was going to be taken from 

them in death and they’d be left alone to pick up the pieces and get on with their 

lives without Him. Their reaction of sorrow and fear betrayed their lack of 

understanding, but it was their lovelessness that Jesus rebuked. He recognized that 

it wasn’t their confusion, but their concern for themselves and their own future 

that caused their distress (14:28a). Indeed, the distraction of their self-concern 

helped to obscure the things He was telling them. It’s true that He was opening 

new vistas to them that evening, but only as building on the things He’d already 

taught and explained. They should have understood His words, and had they truly 

loved Him, they would have rejoiced with Him at the news that the time of His 

glorification had come (ref. 12:23-24, 13:31-32). But their concern lay elsewhere, 

so that all they heard was that their Lord was about to leave them. 

 

 It’s noteworthy that Jesus here spoke of His glorification in terms of “going to the 

Father who is greater than I” (14:28b). This statement, too, has often been treated 

in isolation, primarily as a proof-text in trinitarian arguments. Beginning with the 

early church fathers, both trinitarians and non-trinitarians have cited this verse in 

support of their doctrinal position. Trinitarians tend to argue that Jesus was 

referring to the personal and relational distinction between Him and His Father, 

not a difference in their essential substance as deity. Non-trinitarians, on the other 

hand, see in Jesus’ statement clear proof that the Son is subordinate to the Father. 
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 There are two obvious problems with approaching this verse in this way: It is non-

contextual as well as anachronistic. That is, it reads into Jesus’ statement a 

doctrinal issue that is foreign to the context and which only later became a topic 

of controversy in the Church. (The Trinitarian controversies came to a head with 

Arius and Athanasius in the first half of the fourth century.) Readers are always 

inclined to make their own concerns the concerns of the text and those looking for 

a trinitarian proof-text can find one here, but interpreting Jesus’ words within the 

larger discourse will guard against this error. 

 

 In context, Jesus was explaining why the apostles should have rejoiced at His 

departure. He was going to the Father – the Father who is greater than He, and He 

was returning to His Father in view of completing the work for which the Father 

sent Him. Thus the point of their rejoicing was not His departure as such, but 

what it signified, namely His completion of His messianic mission. The Father 

had sent Him to accomplish the messianic work, and so fulfill the Law, Prophets 

and Writings (Luke 24:25-45). Jesus was the Father’s Servant dispatched to do 

His will, and it’s in this sense that He referred to the Father as greater than He.  

 

 The Son’s return to the Father was a matter of rejoicing because it spoke to His 

glorification. And it did so because He was returning in triumph: Jesus, the 

faithful Servant, had accomplished Yahweh’s mission of conquest, deliverance, 

renewal and ingathering. Thus His triumph and glory were His Father’s triumph 

and glory (ref. again 12:23-32, 13:31-32, 14:8-13, also 17:1-5). Hence Jesus’ 

point: If the apostles had understood what was transpiring and actually loved 

Him in truth as Israel’s Messiah, they’d have rejoiced in His departure, not only 

because it heralded His glorification and so the glorification of Israel’s God, but 

also because it portended their own glory as partakers in the glorified Son and 

Father through the sending of the glory-Spirit (cf. 14:28 with 14:12-20, 16:5-15). 

 

d. Jesus knew that His apostles didn’t yet understand what He was telling them, but 

it was important that they hear His words so that, when the time came, they would 

have the deposit of truth necessary for the formation of faith for the sake of their 

own calling (14:29). Indeed, He recognized that there was much more to be said, 

but He understood the timeliness of His work. There were things that needed to be 

communicated that night and further instruction reserved for the appropriate time 

(cf. 16:12-13 with Acts 1:1-8). Between the two lay the hour of the world ruler 

and the power of darkness – the climactic, triumphal hour for which Jesus had 

come into the world (14:30-31; cf. 12:27-31 with Luke 22:47-53). His statement 

is rich and dense and needs to be examined in its various particulars:   

 

The first is His assertion that “the ruler of the world is coming.” Jesus didn’t 

identify this ruler, but the context indicates that He was referring to Satan as the 

power which informs and drives the world in its alienation from God (cf. 12:31, 

13:27, 16:8-11; cf. also Matthew 4:8-9 and Luke 4:5-7). Satan is the power behind 

the earthly powers – the overlord whose mind and will are reflected in the various 

dimensions of fallen human existence and human power structures. 
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Satan had been the ruling power in the world since the fall and he’d actively 

opposed the messianic mission from the moment of Jesus’ birth (cf. Luke 4:1-13 

with Matthew 16:21-23; also John 8:31-59, 13:27). How, then, could Jesus speak 

of him coming? In context, He was speaking of the coming climactic hour of 

satanic power arrayed against the divine purpose (cf. 13:27 with Luke 22:47-53). 

The world ruler was “coming” in the sense that he was about to arise and unleash 

his full power and resources in order to thwart the work of Yahweh’s Messiah. 

 

Satan was coming against Him in this way, yet Jesus insisted that he “has nothing 

in Me.” Some interpret this in terms of Jesus’ sinlessness (Satan had no charge he 

could bring against Him), others in terms of His power (Satan had no power or 

authority over His life; cf. 10:14-18, 13:27). The larger statement seems to 

support a nuanced version of the second view: Though Satan was arrayed against 

Him as a powerful and determined adversary, he would not be able to gain any 

ground or foothold because the Son was fully committed to His Father and the 

work He was sent to accomplish. Beginning with the wilderness testing, Jesus had 

consistently demonstrated that He could not be deterred (cf. 4:34; Luke 4:1-13). 

 

 Jesus’ unwavering devotion to His Father pressed Him forward toward the 

completion of His mission; His death under the sway of the world ruler would 

demonstrate the power of His love, not the power of the adversary. He was going 

to die as an act of obedient love, faithfully accomplishing the commission His 

Father gave to Him. And though the horror of Calvary would obscure it as a work 

of love (Matthew 27:35-43), the truth was going to come to light; not merely the 

apostles, but the world would soon learn – through the apostolic proclamation – 

that the Son’s brutal, agonized death was the pinnacle expression of His devoted 

love for His Father, and so also for the creation which the Father so dearly loves. 

(It’s notable that this is the only instance in the four gospels where Jesus spoke 

directly of loving His Father, and He did so in the context of His commitment to 

accomplishing His messianic mission on behalf of the world.)  

 

e. John has Jesus closing out this first section of His discourse with a call to the 

apostles to arise and depart with Him (14:31b). This is puzzling in light of the fact 

that He then continued on with His instruction with no indication by John that 

they’d left the Upper Room. Rather, he recorded that Jesus and the apostles made 

their way toward the Garden of Gethsemane after He’d finished speaking (18:1). 

There are several ways interpreters answer this difficulty. Some argue that Jesus’ 

discourse actually ended with 14:31 in John’s original manuscript and chapters 

15-17 were later additions. Another more plausible view is that the meal had 

ended and so Jesus instructed everyone to get up from the table and prepare to 

leave. While they were doing so He continued to speak with them. The obvious 

problem with this view is that it has Jesus providing crucial instruction while the 

apostles were busily distracted with other matters. Perhaps a better explanation is 

that He was encouraging their resolve going forward: “In view of what I’ve told 

you and promised, let us arise and go from this place determined to embrace the 

Father’s will and work, fully assured of its glorious outcome.” 


