
Psalm 103 (104) 
 

This week we read a few verses from a long psalm of praise to God the 
Creator. It is often called ‘the pearl of the Psalter’ and is written in a hymn-
like style. Scholars have often noted parallels with an Egyptian text to 
Akhenaton, the Sun King (1350 BC). However, the understanding of 
creation shown throughout the whole psalm, as well as the references to 
God’s spirit giving life, clearly echo the Book of Genesis (Ch. 1–2).  

In today’s short extract, the line ‘The earth is full of your riches’ 
summarises the rest of the psalm, and the text as a whole is a good 
reminder of our duty to look after, protect and sustain God’s creation. 

The reference to the Breath 
or Spirit of God makes it the 
psalm of choice for Christians 
for Pentecost Sunday, 
although the notion of God’s 
spirit here is very different 
from the Pentecostal Holy 
Spirit. 

However, the psalm stresses 
that all of God’s creation is 
dependent on God’s 

presence and breath: ‘You take back your Spirit, they die ...You send forth 
your Spirit, they are created’. It is interesting that the Hebrew text uses the 
imperfect tense for this verse, which implies that the action mentioned, 
although having taken place in the past, is still continuing now. God’s 
creation is not complete, it is still unfolding and we are called to 
participate in God’s ongoing creative activity. 

The gender of the Spirit 
The word for ‘spirit’ in Hebrew (ruach) is feminine, while the New 
Testament Greek word (pneuma) is neuter and the ‘Paraclete’ of St John’s 
Gospel (parakletos: advocate or lawyer) is male. Biblical translations tend 
to refer to the Holy Spirit as ‘he’, although some readers prefer to imagine 
the Spirit as female.   

Gospel  John 15: 26–27; 16: 12–15 
 

Pentecost 
The word Pentecost comes from the Greek word for fiftieth. In its original 
context it refers to the Jewish Festival of Weeks (Shavout), celebrated on the 
fiftieth day after Passover – a major feast marking the grain harvest, when Jews 
came to Jerusalem from all over the world to celebrate. This is the background 
to the scene described by St Luke in today’s First Reading (Acts 2:1–11), when 
the Holy Spirit descends on the apostles on the day of Pentecost. As Christians, 
we now celebrate Pentecost fifty days after the Resurrection – the culmination 
of the fifty days of Eastertide.  
 

The Gospel passage itself consists of two extracts from Jesus’s farewell 
discourses (John 14–17), where Jesus announces the coming of the Holy Spirit.  
The Paraclete  
St John is the only evangelist to use the word Paraclete for the Holy Spirit (see 
also John 14: 16, 26). In today’s Gospel this is translated as  ‘Advocate’, though 
the words ‘comforter’, ‘intercessor’, ‘teacher’, and ‘helper’ are also used. The 
term Advocate belongs to the Roman legal system, and means a person in a 
trial who argues your case.  
A Spirit of Truth 
John also describes the Holy Spirit as the ‘Spirit of Truth’ (see also John 14: 17, 
15: 26, and 1 John 4: 6). This term is also found in several other documents of 
the period, and may well have been a Jewish expression of the time.  
The function of the Spirit is to ‘lead you to the complete truth’ (16: 13). As 
elsewhere in John’s Gospel, the ‘truth’ is the belief in Jesus Christ as the one 
who speaks the words of God. The Spirit’s coming does not depend simply on 
our being able to understand. 
‘He will be my witness and you too will be my witness’ 
The Holy Spirit will give the witnesses the words they need (see also Mark 13: 
11 and Luke 12:11–12): ’Do not worry about how you are to defend yourselves 
or what you have to say, for the Holy Spirit will teach you at that very hour what 
you ought to say.’ 
‘He will tell you’ 
The Greek word for ‘you’ is plural, so Jesus is not addressing one individual but 
all his followers – including us too. What the Spirit will ‘tell’ us (note that this 
verb is used three times in these few verses) will not be anything new, as the 
Spirit will not be speaking ‘as from himself’, but he will glorify Jesus and tell us 
what the Father has given his Son. 
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