
John 14:21
Excerpts from Commentaries

E. W. Hengstenberg, Commentary on the Gospel of John, 2 vols. (T & T Clark, 1865), 2.222-23.

Ver. 21. “He that hath My commandments, and keepeth them he it is that loveth Me; and He that loveth Me shall 
be loved of My Father, and I will love him, and will manifest Myself to him.” [ὁ ἔχων τὰς ἐντολάς µου καὶ τηρῶν 
αὐτὰς ἐκεῖνός ἐστιν ὁ ἀγαπῶν µε· ὁ δὲ ἀγαπῶν µε ἀγαπηθήσεται ὑπὸ τοῦ πατρός µου, κἀγὼ ἀγαπήσω αὐτὸν καὶ 
ἐµφανίσω αὐτῷ ἐµαυτόν.]

— Lampe remarks: “The expression is changed. Earlier He had addressed the disciples; now He proceeds to speak
in the third person, because the promise of His coming which precedes, specifically concerned His disciples, but 
this concerns all His people.” Instead of specifically, we would say especially. That Lampe distinguishes too nice-
ly, is shown by the ἐµφανἰζειν [“to disclose”] in ver. 22.

As the impartation of the Holy Spirit, ver. 15, so also the manifestation of Christ, is conditional on love to 
Christ approving itself in the keeping of His commandments. The high reward promised must bill with glowing 
emulation towards this obedience. What under one aspect is recompense, is under another the consequence of 
Christ’s manifestation. But before that manifestation there must be the full bias and earnest effort of the soul to 
keep His commandments. Christ cannot manifest Himself to an indolent and careless soul. —The καὶ τηρῶν αύτὰς
[“and keeps them”] more closely explains the having: it points to the fact that our Lord did not mean the unreal 
and merely outward remembrance of the law. To refer the ἔχων [“he that has My commandments”] to this latter, 
and assume that the καὶ τηρῶν αὐτᾶς [“and keeps them”] is an appendage, equivalent to “He that not merely 
has My commandments, but also keepeth them” (Augustin: Qui habet in memoriâ et servat in vitâ [“that 
has them in memory and keeps them in life”]), would scarcely be in harmony with the emphasis of the Jo-
hanaean phrase. Grotius rightly compares (on ἔχειν, “to have”) ch. v. 38, where it is used concerning the vital 
and real possession of the word of God. “You do not have His word abiding in you, for you do not believe Him 
whom He sent” (Jn 5:38). Christ Himself shows how the merely external having is, when closely considered, no 
have at all, Matt 13:12, “But he that hath not, from him shall be taken away that which he hath.” The ἐκεῖνος [liter-
ally “that one” in the phrase “…and keeps them, that one loves Me”] – He and no other—intimates that the human
heart is eminently prone to yield itself to the delusions of a mere semblance of love to Christ, of a mere love of 
feeling and fancy.—The love of the Father comes into consideration only as the foundation of the love of Christ; 
and this only as the foundation of its form of expression, its manifestation, which involves in itself the fulness of 
all blessedness, and is the foretaste of eternal happiness, enabling the soul to say, in the time of affliction, “Yea, 
though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for Thou art with me.”

Andreas J. Köstenberger, John in The Baker Exegetical Commentary on the NT (Baker, 2004), p. 439.

“Whoever has my commands and keeps them—he is the one who loves me” (see commentary at 14:15).

Jesus’ departure brings out his followers’ love for him. Jesus asks them to show their love by their obedi-
ence: “If you love me, you will obey what I command” (cf. 14:21, 23; 15:14; see also 15:10; 1 John 5:3). In
John, “obey my commandments” is used interchangeably with “keep my word” (8:51; 14:23, 24; 15:20; cf.
17:6; 1 John 2:5). Jesus’ words echo the demands of the Deuteronomic covenant. Yet, as Carson (1991:
498) aptly notes, “What the one who loves Jesus will observe is not simply an array of discrete ethical in-
junctions, but the entire revelation from the Father, revelation holistically conceived” (cf. 1 John 5:2). [p.
434]

In OT times, God had revealed himself to his people Israel preeminently through the law given at Mount Sinai; 
now, it is through Jesus (1:17; cf. Matt. 5:17; Rom. 10:4; Gal. 4:4–5). The Greek verb underlying “show” 
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(ἐµφανίζω, emphanizō) and its cognates can, in the LXX, refer to theophanies, that is, manifestations of God (see 
Exod. 33:13 and the reading of Codex B at Exod. 33:18).
John Calvin, Commentary on the Gospel of John, 2 vols (Calvin Trans. Society, 1847), 2.96-7

21. He who hath my commandments. He again repeats the former statement, that the undoubted proof of our love 
to him lies in our keeping his commandments; and the reason why he so frequently reminds the disciples of this 
is, that they may not turn aside from this object; for there is nothing to which we are more prone than to slide into 
a carnal affection, so as to love something else than Christ under the name of Christ. Such is also the import of 
that saying of Paul,

Though we have known Christ after the flesh, yet henceforth we know him no longer in this manner. Let us
therefore be a new creature, (2 Corinthians 5:16, 17.)

To HAVE his commandments means to be properly instructed in them; and to KEEP his commandments is to con-
form ourselves and our life to their rule.

And he that loveth me will be loved by my Father. Christ speaks as if men loved God before he loved them; 
which is absurd, for, “…when we were enemies, he reconciled us to him, (Romans 5:10) and the words of John 
are well known, “Not that we first loved him, but he first loved us,” (1 John 4:10.)

But there is no debate here about cause or effect; and therefore there is no ground for the inference, that the 
love with which we love Christ comes in order before the love which God has toward us; for Christ meant only, 
that all who love him will be happy, because they will also be loved by him and by the Father; not that God then 
begins to love them, but because they have a testimony of his love to them, as a Father, engraven on their hearts. 
To the same purpose is the clause which immediately follows: —

And I will manifest myself to him. Knowledge undoubtedly goes before love; but Christ’s meaning was, I will 
grant to those who purely observe my doctrine, that they shall make progress from day to day in faith; “that is, “I 
will cause them to approach more nearly and more familiarly to me.” Hence infer, that the fruit of piety is 
progress in the knowledge of Christ; for he who promises that he will give himself to him who has it rejects hyp-
ocrites, and causes all to make progress in faith who, cordially embracing the doctrine of the Gospel, bring them-
selves entirely into obedience to it. And this is the reason why many fall back, and why we scarcely see one in ten 
proceed in the right course; for the greater part do not deserve that he should manifest himself to them. It ought 
also to be observed, that a more abundant knowledge of Christ is here represented as an extraordinary reward of 
our love to Christ; and hence it follows that it is an invaluable treasure.

Robert H. Mounce, John in Expositor’s Bible Commentary (Zondervan, 2007), p. 567.

In v. 15 love was presented as the motivating cause of obedience; now in v. 21 obedience becomes the test of 
love. The one who has the commands of Jesus (has received them and made them his own) and obeys them (puts 
them into daily practice) is the one who loves Jesus. The instructions of our Lord were given not to make us better
theologians but better people. It would be better to remain uninstructed than to hear a command and fail to obey 
it. Ryle, 4:311, correctly says that “passive impressions which do not lead to action, gradually deaden and para-
lyze the heart.” To know carries the obligation to obey. Obedience is the proof of love.

Jesus promises a special reward to the one who “loves” him. (That agapōn, GK 26, in v. 21 is present tense 
suggests a continuing relationship of love.) Not only will such a person be loved by both the Father and the Son, 
but Jesus will “show [himself]” to him or her as well. Emphanizō (“to make visible,” GK 1872) is used here in the
figurative sense of self-revelation through the Spirit. It is the high privilege of the one who loves the Son to expe-
rience in a unique way the reality of his presence and gain a fuller understanding of who he is. God reveals him-
self in the context of love. Apathy or disobedience makes it impossible to encounter God in any meaningful way. 
It was to Mary Magdalene, whose love expressed itself in service and sorrow, that the risen Jesus first appeared 
(20:10–18). It has always been true that apart from love, the things most worth knowing can never be learned.
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William Hendriksen, Hendriksen-Kistemaker NT Commentary: John, 2 vols. (Baker, 2002), 2.281-82.

21. He who has my precepts and keeps them, he it is who loves me. The joyful and obedient recognition of 
Christ’s sovereignty — hence, the keeping (see on 8:51) of his precepts (see on 13:34) — is the proof of genuine 
discipleship. The grammatical structure of the sentence is such that one can turn it around and retain the truth, 
now viewed from the opposite angle: “He who loves me, he it is who has my precepts and keeps them.” One can 
also put it this way: Verse 21, as it stands (with “he who has my precepts and keeps them” as subject and “he it is 
who loves me” as predicate) is the obverse of verse 15 (“If you love me, you will keep my precepts”). But why 
does Jesus, having spoken about the dispensation of the Spirit in verses 16–20, return to the thought of verse 15, 
the keeping of his (Christ’s) precepts? Probably because apart from the Spirit, no keeping of precepts is possible. 
Note that the mere possession of these precepts is not enough. One must have them and keep them. Cf. Matt. 7:24;
Jas. 2:14–26.

Now the one who constantly keeps the precepts which he has as an abiding possession, he (he alone, the pro-
noun ἐκεῖνος is emphatic) shows thereby that he constantly loves the Lord Jesus Christ (note the three present par-
ticiples). For the meaning of the word rendered loves (in ἐκεῖνός ἐστιν ὁ ἀγαπῶν µε; literally, “that one is the one 
loving me”) we refer to the discussion of this verb and its main synonym, in connection with 21:15–17.

And he who loves me will be loved of my Father, and I too will love him, and will manifest myself to 
him. Note the future tense. But does not the Father’s love precede ours? Is it not true that the whole of our love is 
but the answer to his love? True not only, but that is also exactly what the apostle John remembered of the teach-
ing of Jesus (1 John 4:19). But why cannot God’s love both precede and follow ours? That is exactly what it does, 
and that is the beauty of it: first, by preceding our love, it creates in us the eager desire to keep Christ’s precepts; 
then, by following our love, it rewards us for keeping them! Nothing could ever be more glorious than such an 
arrangement! For a commentary on the love of the Father for his people see Rom. 8:28–32. Note also that in that 
famous chapter Paul shifts the emphasis, so that having spoken of the love of God (in the verses indicated), he fol-
lows this up immediately by riveting the attention on the love of Christ (Rom. 8:35–37). He concludes by indicat-
ing that in reality the two are one and the same (though the two divine persons remain forever distinct), so that 
they can be summarized in the beautiful expression “the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 
8:39).

Similarly, Jesus here, having mentioned the love of the Father, immediately adds, “And I too will love him.” 
This intelligent and purposeful love is made manifest by the Spirit. The expression, “and will manifest myself to 
him” takes on reality in the lives of believers again and again (see on 15:26; 16:13, 14; cf. 1 Cor. 2:10, 11; 12:3–
7), so that they can say, “But the Lord stood by me and strengthened me” (2 Tim. 4:17, 18). See also Ps. 23 and 
Rev. 3:20. This manifestation of Christ to the believer is ever in the Spirit and through the Word.

Leon Morris, The Gospel of John in The New International Commentary on the NT (Eerdmans, 1995), p. 579–81.

21 Once again love to Christ is expressed in ethical terms (see v. 15). The man who loves Christ is the one who 
“has” his commands and “obeys” them. To “have” commandments is an unusual expression and does not seem to 
be exactly paralleled (though cf. 1 John 4:21). The meaning appears to be to make the commandments one’s own, 
to take them into one’s inner being. Jesus speaks not only of “having” the commandments but also of “keeping” 
them. This means that it is more important to obey them in daily life than to have a firm intellectual grasp of their 
content. This does not mean that the Father’s love is merited by this obedience: in the first place Jesus is saying 
that love for him is not only a matter of words; if it is real it is shown by deeds. The lover does what the loved one
asks. In the second place he is saying that the Father is not indifferent to the attitude people take toward the Son. 
This does not mean that God hands out rewards on the basis of merit, but rather that love calls to love. Not only 
will such people be loved by the Father, but Jesus will love them too. He further says that he will “show” himself 
to them. He does not explain this, but simply says that in some undefined way he will reveal himself to those who 
love him.
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22 This provokes a question from Judas, who is expressly distinguished from Iscariot. This is the one place 
where this apostle is mentioned in this Gospel. He is mentioned once in Luke and once in Acts, from which we 
learn that he was the son (or perhaps brother) of James (Luke 6:16; Acts 1:13). He may be the same person as 
Thaddeus (Matt. 10:3; Mark 3:18). Very little is known about him. Incidentally the repeated interruptions of this 
solemn discourse, as the disciples put the questions that puzzle them, illustrates graphically the fact that they were
indeed the “friends” of Jesus (15:14–5) and were perfectly at home with him. Judas now voices what must have 
been the perplexity of the whole band. He asks what has happened (in view of Jesus’ words we might perhaps 
have anticipated a future) that Jesus will manifest himself to the disciples and not to the world. Evidently he un-
derstands “show” as “show physically.” Like the Jews in general he expects the Messiah to stand forth in all his 
glory before all the people. The way he puts it seems to imply that he now thinks that something has happened to 
disrupt Jesus’ planned program.

D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John in The Pillar New Testament Commentary (IVP, 1991), pp.

21. Still focusing on the conditions that will prevail ‘on that day’ (v. 20) Jesus again articulates the truth of v. 15: 
love for Jesus is evidenced in having and obeying Jesus’ commands. (‘To have’ in this context does not mean sim-
ply ‘to be in receipt of’, ‘to possess’, but, as elsewhere in Greek literature, ‘to grasp with the mind’.) So at one are
Jesus and the Father that according to Jesus the one who loves him will be loved by my Father, and I too will love 
him. The idea is not that the believer initiates this relation of love by demonstrating obedience, and that Jesus and 
his Father simply respond. After all, the Fourth Gospel repeatedly makes it clear that the initiative in the relation-
ship between Jesus and his followers finally lies with Jesus (cf. notes on 6:70; 15:16) or with his Father (cf. notes 
on 6:37; 10:29). The idea, rather, is that the ongoing relationship between Jesus and his disciples is characterized 
by obedience on their part, and thus is logically conditioned by it. They love and obey Jesus, and he loves them, in
exactly the same way that he loves and obeys his Father, and the Father loves him (cf. 3:35; 5:20; 8:29; 14:31). 
Moreover, as the Father in function of his love for the Son shows him all things (3:35; 5:20), so the Son in func-
tion of his love for his disciples says I will…show myself to [them]. The groundwork is being laid for the ‘one-
ness’ between Jesus and his disciples that mirrors the oneness between Jesus and his heavenly Father, a theme de-
veloped in ch. 17.

With the connection between obedience and love so explicit, it should be self-evident that the circle of love in 
view embraces all of Jesus’ true disciples, but not the ‘world’, which falls within a rather different and more ex-
tended circle of love (cf. notes on 13:1, 34-35).

Thus Jesus is not only the mediator of the love of God for his own, but in consequence he ‘shows himself’ to 
them (emphanizō, ‘to make manifest’ and hence in the passive ‘to appear before’). In the light of the argument of 
vv. 18-20, one thinks first of the passages where this verb and its related forms refer to the resurrection appear-
ances (Mt. 27:53; Mk. 16:9; Acts 10:40); Jesus ‘shows himself’ to his own in his resurrection body (Jn. 20-21). 
Nevertheless the verb and its cognates are used to refer to several different types of concrete display. In the LXX 
the verb can refer to theophanies (e.g. Ex. 33:13, 18). In the New Testament the cognate noun can refer to the first 
coming of Jesus Christ in its entirety (2 Tim. 1:10), as well as to his second coming (2 Thes. 2:8; 1 Tim. 6:14; 2 
Tim. 4:1, 8; Tit. 2:13). The verb is elsewhere used to refer to Christ’s appearance in his Father’s presence after his 
death and resurrection (Heb. 9:24), not to mention several theologically innocuous occurrences (Acts 23:15, 22; 
24:1; 25:2, 15; Heb. 11:14). It is possible, then, that in the light of the developing argument (14:22–23) Je-
sus’words in 14:21 refer not only to the resurrection appearances to the first disciples but also to the correspond-
ing self-disclosures of Jesus to his disciples in later times (cf. Mt. 28:20, ‘And surely I am with you always, to the 
very end of the age.’)
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