“The Source of Life”

John 7:37-39


If you’ve ever traveled to a developing country you know that you can’t drink the water.  It’s not clean.  Even the citizens of developing countries lack sufficient clean water.  Nearly 850 million people—roughly one in ten people in the world, or about twice the population of the United States—do not have access to safe water.

During a mission trip to Ghana in 2004 we couldn’t drink the water.  We had to carry bottled water with us everywhere we went.  People in the larger cities and towns had clean water (but we still couldn’t drink it because our bodies weren’t used to it); but the remote villages didn’t.  They had a tremendous amount of physical illness that was a direct result of eating, bathing and cooking with unclean water.


We had to be alert when we were conducting our medical clinics because when we finished a bottle of water, the people would sometimes go and refill it for us.  It was their way of helping us in some small way.  But since we didn’t know where the refill water came from we couldn’t drink it.  We didn’t drink any water that didn’t come from a bottle that we unsealed ourselves.


Human beings can go for weeks without food.  But we can only survive three to four days without water.  Water is very much a source of life for us.  And in our Scripture reading today Jesus offered a new kind of water, a new source of life.  Let’s turn to John 7:37-39.

The Scripture reading takes place at the conclusion of the Feast of Tabernacles, also known as the Feast of Booths.  It was an annual celebration, one of the three biggest in Israel.  It was held at the end of the autumn harvest and served as a joyful reminder of Israel’s wilderness pilgrimage, and God’s provision during that time.  The instructions for the festival had been established in LEV 23:  God said, 33And the Lord said to Moses, 34“Give the following instructions to the people of Israel.  Begin celebrating the [Feast of Tabernacles] on the fifteenth day of the appointed month….  This festival to the Lord will last for seven days.  35On the first day of the festival you must proclaim an official day for holy assembly, when you do no ordinary work.  36For seven days you must present special gifts to the Lord.  The eighth day is another holy day on which you present your special gifts to the Lord.  This will be a solemn occasion, and no ordinary work may be done that day.  …

39“Remember that this seven-day festival to the Lord…begins… after you have harvested all the produce of the land.  …  40On the first day gather branches from magnificent trees—palm fronds, boughs from leafy trees, and willows that grow by the streams.  Then celebrate with joy before the Lord your God for seven days.  ...  This is a permanent law for you, and it must be observed in the appointed month from generation to generation.  42For seven days you must live outside in little shelters.  All native-born Israelites must live in shelters.  43This will remind each new generation of Israelites that I made their ancestors live in shelters when I rescued them from the land of Egypt.” (33-35, 39-43).

During the Feast people constructed booths—or shelters—to stay in for the duration of the festival, sort of what we might think of as “camping out.”  There was dancing, music and each night the people recited the Psalms of Ascent (Psalms 113-118).  The festival also featured a water ceremony.

37On the last day, the climax of the festival, Jesus stood and shouted to the crowds, “Anyone who is thirsty may come to me!  38Anyone who believes in me may come and drink!  For the Scriptures declare, ‘Rivers of living water will flow from his heart.’”  39(When he said “living water,” he was speaking of the Spirit, who would be given to everyone believing in him.  But the Spirit had not yet been given, because Jesus had not yet entered into his glory.)
On the first night of the Feast of Tabernacles the priests went to the Pool of Siloam and drew out enough water to last for the whole week.  On each day thereafter the priest poured some of the water into a basin on the altar.  This ritual was significant because the water from the Pool of Siloam had been used in Old Testament times to anoint kings.  And since that anointing was symbolic of God’s blessing and spirit upon the king, the water came to be associated with the time when God would pour out his Spirit on all flesh (Joel 2:28-29).  Every Jewish feast and festival had three components to it: the present, the past, and the future.  The Feast of Tabernacles was a present reminder of God’s provision for his people in the past—during the journey from Egypt to Canaan—and looked to the future when God’s Spirit would be given to all people.  So it was into this setting that Jesus made his bold statement: “Anyone who is thirsty may come to me!  38Anyone who believes in me may come and drink!  For the Scriptures declare, ‘Rivers of living water will flow from his heart.’”
It’s likely that Jesus said this after the last of the pool’s water was poured out on the altar.  Instead of a ritual performed by a few on behalf of the many, Jesus invited the many to come to him and participate fully in God’s kingdom.  He moved them from the rituals associated with the Feast of Tabernacles to the real presence of God among them.

Note that Jesus invited them to “…come and drink (v. 38).  He didn’t ask them to splash, play, wash, cook or clean.  He invited them to ingest, to fill themselves with him, to take him into their whole being.  “Drinking” from Jesus means believing in Jesus.  For the Jews on that last day of the Feast of Tabernacles, it meant trusting in what God was doing in and through Jesus.  And if they did, “‘Rivers of living water will flow from his heart’” (v. 38).
Jesus wanted his people to know that instead of a ritual that had to be repeated every year they could have his living water all the time.  They could see—and be!—the fulfillment of that which the prophet Joel had spoken: 28“…I will pour out my Spirit upon all people.  Your sons and daughters will prophesy.  Your old men will dream dreams, and your young men will see visions.  29In those days I will pour out my Spirit even on servants—men and women alike” (vv. 28-29).  The people could receive the fullness of God’s Holy Spirit through Jesus.
You give out what you take in.  If a cow eats onions its milk will taste like onions.  Jesus said that when we receive him we also receive the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Sprit—the living presence of God in us—is the source of our life.  The Holy Spirit does not come through curriculum, programs or denominations, but only through Jesus Christ.  If we’re full of the Holy Sprit we have the Spirit of God to give out.  Like our bodies need water on a regular basis, our souls need the Holy Spirit.
Near my hometown in Virginia there’s a stream of water that everyone knows as “Sinking Creek.”  It runs along its banks until it reaches a point where it goes underground.  It continues to flow underground.  In places you can hear it under the surface but you can’t see it.  The creek re-emerges farther down its course and continues on top of the ground.
          The Holy Spirit flows in our lives like Sinking Creek.  He can flow on the surface of our lives, and the evidence of that will be the fruit of the Spirit that  we find in Galatians 5:22-23: 22But the Holy Spirit produces this kind of fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23gentleness, and self-control.  These qualities become more evident as we allow the Holy Spirit to shape our thinking, guide our steps, and move us closer to perfection.
          The Spirit is meant to flow on the surface of our lives.  He’s meant to be seen in how we act as disciples of Jesus Christ.  The peace and joy we receive from the Spirit—the hope and help—the power and promise—should be attractive to others.  They should want to know more about what we’ve got that makes us hopeful even in the midst of despair, that gives us joy when all around us is sorrow, and that keeps us going when so many often give up.  But the presence of the Spirit isn’t always evident in the Christian’s life.
          We can choose to keep the Holy Spirit “underground,” just like Sinking Creek disappears beneath the ground.  Whenever we exert our will instead of following the promptings of the Spirit we force him underground.  Whenever we fail to nurture his presence in our lives--not praying, not spending time in the Word, not worshiping—we push him below the surface.  We diminish his influence in our lives by insisting on our way instead of God’s way.
          Now the Holy Spirit remains in our lives even when we don’t cooperate with him just like Sinking Creek still runs underground.  But we have no power or fruit to show.  And we end up having little or nothing to give out.

          At the point where Sinking Creek goes underground, what’s left of the creek bed is sand, dirt, sticks and rocks.  So it is in our life if the Holy Spirit is not flowing on top of our lives: we’re dry, parched empty.  Our souls need the living waters of the Holy Spirit just as our physical bodies need liquid water to sustain us.
          Don’t raise your hand on this—but how many of us have seen Christians who have no power, no joy, no enthusiasm in their lives?  We all have.  They’re believers and good people but something seems to be missing in them.  They tend to see the negative more than the positive.  They despair more frequently.  They scowl or complain a lot.  It’s not a question of whether or not they’re saved; it’s a question of whether they’re allowing the Holy Spirit to be their source of life.  For folks like I’ve just described, the Holy Spirit most likely isn’t flowing on top of their lives.  He’s been forced underground and therefore they don’t have “rivers of living water” coming from their hearts.  They’ve become satisfied with a trickle or a drip.  And they don’t have anything to offer to those who are thirsty.

This morning I invite you to consider whether the Holy Spirit is your source of life.  Is he flowing on top of your life or has he been buried underground?  Can others see and describe the fruit of the Spirit from Galatians 5 in your life?  Are you taking in enough of the Holy Spirit so that you have plenty to give out?

Let’s pray about that:


Holy Spirit, we pray to you as we do to the Father and Son, for you are one with them.  You have been given to us so that we might witness to God’s glory and Christ’s saving grace, so that others might be drawn to belong in your eternal kingdom.  Sometimes, Holy Spirit, we get it right and let you flow freely across our lives.  And we know when those times occur because we experience greater joy, peace, hope and power.  And sometimes we get it wrong: we let our own agendas and wills push you beneath the surface of our lives so that your presence and influence aren’t felt as they should be.  Forgive us, Holy Spirit.  You are God’s seal of approval on us and the guarantee that we are children of our heavenly Father.  You pray on our behalf when we don’t have the words, and you give us insight and understanding into the Scriptures.  You convict us of our sins and gently lead us to repentance.  Forgive us for letting you go underground in our lives, and from this moment forward, flow unhindered and wild upon the surface of our lives.  Wash us in the living waters that only you can provide, that we in turn may be able to offer the source of life to those who thirst in the dryness and emptiness of our broken world.  Come, Holy Spirit, be born in us anew this day.  Amen.
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