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5 November 2006 
 

ÒRiver s of  Living Wat er Ó 
 
Reading: J ohn 7: 37-52 
 
J ust  what  should we expect  t o happen when we come t o God?  I s Chris t ianit y 
essent ially cerebra l or is it  experie nt ial?  Should you know it  in your head or 
f eel it  in your heart ?  And how supernat ural should we expect  our re ligion t o 
be?  Well, I  am going t o argue t his morn ing t hat  a real encount er wit h t he 
living God should involve every  part  of  our  personalit y.  Our minds and our  
heart s and our wil ls are  af f ect ed. 
 
Any serio us st udy of  t he New Test ament  leads us t o t his inescapable 
conclusion.  And t he passage we are  considerin g t his morn ing makes it  
abundant ly clear.   To my mind, J ohn 7 is one of  t he most  inf ormat ive and 
inspirin g chapt ers  in t he Bible.  So come wit h me t o t he t emple in J er usalem 
and t o t he Feast  of  Tabernacles. 
 
The Feast  
The view of  J erusalem f rom t he Mount  of  Olives is impressive t o t his day.   
The sight  in J esusÕ day would have been even mor e impre ssive.  The t emple 
dominat ed t he skyline.  The sanct uary  it self  was imposing and t he enclosed 
out er court  occupied an area equivalent  t o severa l adj oining f oot ball f ields. 
 
I t  was always busy, but  on f east  days it  was a hive of  act ivit y.  This would 
have been t rue of  all t he f east s, but  none mor e so t han Òt he Feast  of  
TabernaclesÓ.  Even t oday t his f east  is quit e an event .  I t  commenced on t he 
f if t eent h day of  t he sevent h mont h and last ed seven days.1  During t his t ime 
t he J ews were  t o live in boot hs t o remember how God prot ect ed t he 
I sraelit es and provided f or  t hem when t hey came out  of  Egypt .  I t  was very  
much a harvest  f est ival as it  coincided wit h t he gat herin g of  t he f inal 
harvest s of  t he year in I srael.  This f east  provides t he set t ing f or one of  
t he most  signif icant  st at ement s t hat  J esus ever made. 
 
 

                                                
1 Leviticus 23:33-43. That is, according to the Jewish lunar calendar.   
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Opinions about  J esus  
There  was always excit ement  at  t he f east , but  on t his occasion an addit ional 
element  added t o t he at mosphere .  The ent ire  crowd was abuzz wit h 
discussion about  t he young Rabbi f rom Nazare t h.  There  were  st orie s about  
his mira cles and his t eachings.  Some, no doubt , had heard  him and seen some 
of  t he mira cles.  Speculat ion was rif e.  Who exact ly was he?  Would he make 
an appearance at  t he f east ? 
 
At  f irs t  t here  was no sign of  him.  He had deliberat ely delayed his arriv al. 
But , accord ing t o J ohn, he was t he t heme of  many a conversat ion.  The 
re ligious est ablishment  was asking, ÒWhere  is t hat  man?Ó  This was t oward s 
t he end of  his minist ry  and t here  was alre ady an inf ormal plan t o eliminat e 
him.  Apparent ly it  was his cust om t o at t end t he Feast .  They were  expect ing 
him, but  he had purposely delayed his depar t ure f rom Galilee. 

 
Among t he crowds t here  was widespread whisperin g about  him. Some said, 
ÒHe is a good man.Ó  Ot hers  replied, ÒNo, he deceives t he people.Ó  But  t he 
rank and f ile were  af ra id t o speak openly about  him f or f ear of  t he 
aut horit ies. 

 
Then, half way t hrough t he f east , J esus arriv ed, went  in t o t he t emple court s 
and began t o t each.  He would have been t eaching in t he out er court .  I t  was 
cust omary  f or such t eaching t o t ake place under t he impre ssive colonnade 
around t he perip hery  of  t he out er court . His sudden arriv al added a 
dimension t o t he discussion. Things began t o hot  up. 

 
The aut horit ies asked, ÒHow did t his man get  such learn ing wit hout  having 
st udied?Ó  Obviously t here  was some cont roversy about  his t eaching.  I n 
response, J esus insist ed t hat  t hose who chose t o do GodÕs wil l would know 
t hat  his t eaching came f rom God.  He t hen asked point edly why t hey wer e 
disobeying MosesÕ law by t ry ing t o kil l him.  Some people in t he crowd said t o 
him, ÒYou are  demon-possessed.  Who is t ry ing t o kil l you?Ó  Ot hers  were  
asking, ÒI snÕt t his t he man t hey are  t ry ing t o kil l?  Here  he is, speaking 
publicly, and t hey are  not  saying a word  t o him.  Have t he aut horit ies really 
concluded t hat  he is t he Chris t ?  But  we know wher e t his man is f rom: when 
Chris t  comes, no one wil l know where  he is f rom.Ó 
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Mat t ers  became even t enser.   The aut hori t ies t rie d t o seize him but  no one 
managed t o lay a hand on him because his t ime had not  yet  come.  But  many 
in t he crowd put  t heir f ait h in him.  Some were  saying, ÒWhen Chris t  comes, 
wil l he do more  mira culous signs t han t his man?  Because of  all t he 
whisperin g, t he Pharis ees sent  t he t emple guard s t o arre st  him. 

 
You can sense t hat  t he at mosphere  was charged. The aut horit ies were  
f urious as t hey looked on f rom a dist ance and at t empt ed t o f ind a way t o 
have him apprehended wit hout  causing t oo much of  a commot ion; some people 
were  whisperin g about  him; ot hers  were  speaking more  openly; t emple guard s 
were  on t he lookout , await ing an opport unit y t o arre st  him. 
 
The Last  and Gre at est  Day 
I t  is possible t hat  J esus deliberat ely kept  a low prof ile f or t he remainder  of  
t he Feast .  He knew t hat  t hey were  out  t o get  him and he was care f ul not  t o 
precipit at e a cris is t oo earl y. (cf . J ohn 7:1; 11:54)   
 
Then t he big moment  arriv ed.  I t  was t he last  and great est  day of  t he f east .  
Let  me t ell you of  an import ant  ceremony t hat  t ook place on each of  t he 
seven days of  t he Feast .2 
 
All t he prie st s were  on dut y; t hat Õs at  least  446 wit h a corre sponding 
number of  Levit es t o assist  t hem. 
 
The best  way t o appreciat e what  was going on is t o j oin t he t hrong of  
worshippers . They would leave t heir boot hs at  daybreak and head f or t he 
t emple. They were  in f est al at t ire .  I n t heir rig ht  hand t hey were  carry ing a 
lulav, which consist ed of  t hree small branches t ied t oget her - a palm branch, 
a wil low branch and a myrt le branch.  I n t heir lef t  hand was an et hrog - a 
member of  t he cit rus f amily, a lit t le like a lime.  Once t hey reached t he 

                                                
2 There is some debate as to whether this refers to the seventh day or to the eighth.  The feast itself lasted 
seven days but there was a special Sabbath on the eighth which had come to be seen as part of the feast.  In 
some ways the seventh was climactic and the procedure on the eighth differed from that on each of the first 
seven days.  All things considered, I think that the reference is to the feast proper and therefore to the 
seventh day.  One way or another, the incidence of the water ceremony at the feast would have been the 
occasion for Jesus’ utterance. 
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t emple, t hey divided int o t hree bands.  About  a t hird  remained at  t he 
t emple.  A t hird  went  t o a place called Moza, j ust  sout h of  J erusalem, t o 
collect  more  wil low branches and a t hird  f ollowed t he High Prie st 3 down t o 
t he Pool of  Siloam which was not  t oo f ar f rom t he t emple. 
 
The prie st  carr ied a golden pit cher which held about  one and a half  lit res of  
wat er.   He f il led t he cont ainer and led t he procession back t o t he t emple.  
They would ent er t he t emple area t hrough t he wat er gat e4 t o a t hree-f old 
blast  on t he t rumpet .  The prie st  would t hen mount  t he alt ar at  t he west .  
As he did so, t he people would shout , ÒRaise your  hand!Ó  Some years  bef or e, 
one of  t he prie st s had poured t he wat er out  bef ore  he reached t he alt ar , 
probably t o make a ÔtheologicalÕ point .  This was perc eived t o be an act  of  
sacril ege and t he people pelt ed him wit h t heir et hrogs.  Some even lost  t heir 
lives in t he ensuing commot ion.   
 
Once he had mount ed t he alt ar,  t he prie st  would pour t he wat er down t he 
f unnel at  it s corner.   The part icipant s knew what  was symbolised by t he 
wat er.   They looked back t o t he way in which God had provided wat er in t he 
wilderness.  More  import ant ly, t hey looked f orward  t o t he t ime when of  
Messiah when God would pour out  his Spirit .  The symbolism is powerf ul.  
I saiah had prophesied,  

 
I  wil l pour wat er on t he t hirs t y land and st reams on t he dr y 
ground.  I  wil l pour  my Spirit  on your  of f sprin g and my blessings 
on your descendant s. (I s. 44:3) 

 
Lat er he said, ÒCome all you who are  t hirs t y; come t o t he wat ers .Ó (I s. 
55:1)  I n Ezekiel 47 and in Zecharia h 14 we are  given a glorio us 
pict ure of  a riv er of  wat er f lowing f rom beneat h t he t emple and 
t ransf orming t he land. 
 
I mmediat ely t he Levit es led t he people in recit ing t he Great  Hallel. (Psalm 
113-118)  The Levit es recit ed t he f irs t  line t o t he accompaniment  of  t he 
f lut e and t he people responded ant iphonally.  From t hen on t he Levit es 
recit ed t he vers es and, af t er each vers e, t he people responded, ÒHalleluj ah!Ó 
                                                
3 Or one of the priests substituting for him. 
4 The Water Gate derived its name from this ceremony. 
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When t hey r eached Psalm 118, t he people j oined in t he r ecit at ion of  t he 
f irs t , t he 25t h and last  verses.  The f irs t  and last  verses r ead, 

 
Give t hanks t o t he LORD f or he is good; his love endures 
f orever.  (Firs t  and last  verses) 
 

I t  is signif icant  t hat  t he ent ire  assembly was also required t o recit e t he 
25t h verse. 

 
LORD save us; O LORD grant  us success. 

 
This pet it ion was preceded by t he word s:  

 
The st one which t he builders  re j ect ed has become t he 
capst one; t he LORD has done t his and it  is marvellous in our  
eyes.  This is t he day t he LORD has made; let  us re j oice and be 
glad in it .  
 

We only have t o see how t his vers e is cit ed in t he New Test ament  t o 
appreciat e it s appropri at eness in t his set t ing.  (Ps 118:22-24; cf . I s 8:14; 
28:16; Mt  21:42; Act s 11:14; Rom 9:33; Eph 2: 19-22; 1 Pet er 2:6-8) 

 
The people t hen waved t heir lulavs.  The cer emony had reached it s climax.  
There  was t hen be a brie f  pause as t hey prepared t o of f er sacrif ices.  The 
re ligion of  I srael was lively and at  t imes noisy.  And t his ceremony was 
exuberant  and expressive.  Af t er all t he noise and j ubilat ion t here  would 
probably have been a brie f  pause j ust  bef ore  t he morn ing sacrif ice.  
 
The St anding I nvit at ion 
I t  was probably during t hat  pregnant  pause t hat  a voice rang out : 
 

ÒI f  anyone is t hirs t y, let  him come t o me and drin k - whoever  
believes in me, as t he Scrip t ure has said, st reams of  living 
wat er shall f low f rom wit hin him.Ó 
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J ohn t ells us t hat  J esus st ood t o make t hat  declarat ion.  Rabbis usually sat  
when t hey t aught  but  st anding was more  appropria t e given t he nat ure of  t he 
pronouncement .  He also t ells us t hat  he ra ised his voice Ð lit era lly Òcrie d 
out Ó.  No doubt  t he crowd would have t urned and t he at t ent ion of  t he ent ir e 
assembly would have been upon him. 
 
I f  ever t her e was a Messianic claim, t his was it !  J esus present ed himself  as 
t he f ulf ilment  of  t he hope t o which t he wat er ceremony point ed and he 
claimed t hat  he was t he one who could dispense t he living wat er associat ed 
wit h t he coming of  GodÕs kingdom.  I t  immediat ely gave ris e t o a f urt her 
discussion among t he people.  Some said, ÒSurely t his man is t he Prophet .Ó  
Ot hers  said, ÒHe is t he Chris t .Ó  St il l ot hers  said, ÒHow can t he Chri st  come 
f rom Galilee?  Does not  t he Scrip t ure say t hat  t he Chris t  wil l come f rom 
DavidÕs f amily and f rom Bet hlehem, t he t own where  David lived?Ó5 
 
Unders t anding t he set t ing cert ainly helps us t o unders t and t he signif icance 
of  J esusÕ invit at ion.  But  t he comment  by J ohn gives us f urt her insight  int o 
it Õs re levance f or us t oday! 
 
 By t his he meant  t he Spirit , whom t hose who believed in him 

were  lat er t o receive.  Up t o t hat  t ime t he Spirit  had not  been 
given since J esus had not  yet  been glorif ied. 

 
J esusÕ invit at ion act ually combines t wo vivid pict ures.6  The f irs t  is of  a 
t ire d and t hirs t y t ra veler in a hot  climat e.  Few, if  any of  us, know what  it  
means t o be really t hirs t y.  We have liquid in abundance.  Wat er is readily 
available.  When people in I srael spoke about  t hirs t , t hey were  usually 
t hinking of  t he kind of  t hirs t  t hat  t hey experie nced on a long j ourney.  The 
sun beat s down upon t he t raveler.   His mout h is dry , his lips are  parc hed and 
his wat er supply has run out .  His f ace is f lushed and his whole body is 
dehydrat ed.  He pant s f or  wat er.  Not hing in lif e seems more  urgent .  This is 

                                                
5 Notice John’s deliberate use of irony here.  Nowhere in his Gospel does he actually say Jesus was born in 
Bethlehem but this fact would have been generally known by time he wrote.  In addition to the oral 
tradition, the nativity accounts of Matthew and Luke make it clear that Jesus of Nazareth had actually been 
born in Bethlehem.  John assumes that his readers know this and records the discussion of those who were 
unaware of his actual birthplace.  
6 Here I am indebted to John Stott for his excellent summation.  John Stott, Baptism and Fullness 
(Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press), 53 
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t he pict ure of  a person wit hout  Chris t  in his lif e.  He searc hes f or  
sat isf act ion, f or peace, f or meaning and realit y but , in t he f inal analysis, 
not hing slakes his t hirs t .  When J esus said, ÒI f  anyone is t hirs t y, let  him 
come t o me and drin k,Ó he was describ ing t he sat isf act ion t hat  only he can 
brin g. 

 
Perh aps t here  is someone in t hat  posit ion t his morn ing.  We are  able 
nowadays t o keep ourselves amused.  We can f il l our calendars  and buy our  
t oys and may imagine t hat  we have brought  some measure of  re lief  t o t hat  
t hirs t .  But  t here  is a t hirs t  t hat  t empora l wat er cannot  slake.   

 
Boris  Becker won Wimbledon when only sevent een.  I  remember sit t ing 
st unned as t his audacious t eenager beat  my compat rio t , Kevin Curre n, in t he 
MenÕs Final.  Becker was bril liant .  He was t he youngest  player ever t o win 
Wimbledon, and he did it  in st yle.  The worl d was at  his f eet .  I  was 
surpris ed t o read t hat  he lat er came close t o t aking his own lif e.  HereÕs 
what  he said:  

 
I  had won Wimbledon t wice bef ore , once as t he youngest  
player.   I  was ric h. I  had all t he mat eria l possessions I  needed: 
money, cars , women, every t hing . . . I  know t hat  t his is a clichŽ.  
I t Õs t he old song of  t he movie and pop st ars who commit  suicide.  
They have every t hing and yet  t hey are  so unhappy. . . . I  had no 
inner peace.  I  was a puppet  on a st rin g.7  

 
Blaise Pascal, t he great  mat hemat ician and physicist , made a similar  
discovery .  The man who had done so much t o unders t and t he scient if ic value 
of  vacuums comment ed signif icant ly: ÒÔThere is a God-shaped vacuum in ever y 
heart  which only God can f il l.Ó 

 
No, it  is not  t rue t hat  t hose wit hout  Chr ist  are  desperat ely unhappy and 
unf ulf il led.  You donÕt f eel t his vacuum all t he t ime.  Achievement , sensual 
pleasure, enj oyment  of  t he art s and meaningf ul re lat ionships can brin g a 
large measure of  sat isf act ion.  But  t here  are  t hose moment s when t he music 
st ops and t he f rie nds have gone, t he achievement s seem f ut ile and t he 

                                                
7 Quoted by Alister McGrath, Bridge-Building (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1992), 20 
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pleasure subsides.  Then you become aware of  t he gnawing empt iness, t he 
insat iable t hirs t .  Then you know t here  is somet hing missing. 

 
I t  is t hen t hat  J esus says t o you: ÒEvery one who dr inks of  t his wat er wil l be 
t hirs t y again, but  whoever drin ks of  t he wat er I  give him wil l never t hirs t .Ó 
And t he invit at ion is t o each and every  one of  us: ÒI f  anyone is t hirs t y, let  
him come t o me and drin k. Whoever  believes in me, as t he Scrip t ure has said, 
st reams of  living wat er wil l f low f rom wit hin him.Ó (4:13-14; 7:37-38) 
 
The second pict ure is of  a t hirs t y land.  The hot  sun has baked t he ground 
hard .  The ri ver beds are  dry .  The t rees and shrub s have shriv eled.  The 
animals groan because t here  is no past ure.  I t  is t he pict ure of  secular 
societ y wit hout  God. 
 
But  hereÕs what  happens in t he lives of  t hose who have come t o him.  The 
drin king wat er not  only sat isf ies our t hirs t ; it  becomes f lowing wat er.   The 
Òsprin g of  wat er welling up t o et er nal lif eÓ becomes a riv er.  ÒWe can drin k 
only small gulps, but  as we keep coming dri nking, believing, so by t he might y 
operat ion of  t he Holy Spirit  wit hin us, our lit t le sips are  mult iplied int o a 
might y conf luence of  f lowing st reams: Ôrivers  of  living wat erÕ wil l f low f rom 
wit hin us.Ó8 
 
As Arc hbishop Wil liam Temple wrot e: ÒNo one can posses (or ra t her be 
indwelt  by) t he Spirit  of  God and keep t hat  Spiri t  t o himself .  Wher e t he 
Spirit  is, he f lows f ort h; if  t here  is no f lowing f ort h, he is not  t here .Ó 
 
And t his is f or  every body.  I t  is not  t he super deluxe vers ion of  Chris t ianit y 
f or a spirit ual elit e.  That Õs t he whole point .  This is normal. I t  was normal 
t hen and it  is normal now. 
 
J esus was paint ing a pict ure t hat  superseded t he pict ure of  Ezekiel 47.  
Ezekiel was given a vision of  an enlarged t emple.  He not iced t hat  wat er was 
f lowing f rom beneat h it s t hreshold.  He st epped int o t he st ream.  He walked 
450 met res and f ound t hat  t he wat er was ankle deep.  Af t er anot her 450 
met res t he wat er was knee deep.  Anot her  450 met res and t he wat er was up 

                                                
8 Stott, 54 
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t o t he waist .  By t he t ime he had walked anot her 450 met res t he st ream had 
become a riv er which no one could cross.  He t hen saw a great  number of  
t rees on t he banks of  t he riv er.   He not iced t hat  it  f lowed rig ht  int o t he 
Dead Sea and t hat  wherever it  did so, it  t urned t he slimy, salt  wat er int o 
f resh wat er.   Wher e t he riv er f lowed every t hing lived.  On eit her side of  
t he riv er were  f ruit  t rees t hat  bore  f ruit  every  mont h.  Even t he leaves of  
t he t rees provided healing. (Cf . Zech. 14:8)  
 
J ohnÕs comment  leaves us in no doubt : ÒBy t his he meant  t he Spirit , whom 
t hose who believed in him wer e lat er t o receive.  Up t o t hat  t ime t he Spirit  
had not  been given, since J esus had not  yet  been glorif iedÓ.  But  we live 
subsequent  t o t he Day of  Pent ecost ; we now live in t he age of  t he Holy 
Spirit .  The of f er st il l st ands.  I t  is open t o anyone who has not  yet  t ast ed 
and seen t hat  t he Lord  is good.  The good news is t hat  if  you place your f ait h 
in J esus, God wil l f org ive your  sin.  But  t hat Õs not  all.  On t he Day of  
Pent ecost  Pet er declared, ÒRepent  and be bapt ized, every  one of  you, in t he 
name of  J esus Chris t  f or t he f org iveness of  your sins.  And you wil l receive 
t he gif t  of  t he Holy Spirit .  The promise is f or you and your children and f or  
all who are  f ar of f  - f or all whom t he Lord  your God wil l call.Ó (Act s 2:38-39)  
And t here  has never been a re t ract ion! 
 
I  need t o make one last  comment  about  t he st at ement .  This was never  
int ended t o be a Ôone-of f Õ experie nce.  We cannot  read t oo much int o J esus 
use of  t he present  t ense her e.  He was, of  course, addre ssing t hose around 
him at  t he t ime.  But  J ohnÕs explanat ion makes it  clear t hat  J esus was 
re f errin g t o what  would soon t ake place when he best owed t he gif t  of  t he 
Spirit  upon his f ollower s.  And we know t hat  t he gif t  of  t he Spirit  is j ust  t he 
beginning of  a Spirit -energ ized lif e.  By his Spirit , J esus cont inues t o meet  
our deepest  need and t o quench our spirit ual t hirs t . Whenever you f eel 
t hirs t y, you may come and you may drin k.   
 
What  bet t er way t o conclude t han t o read (and heed) t he last  invit at ion in 
t he Bible: ÒThe Spirit  and t he brid e say, ÒCome!Ó  And let  him who hears  say, 
ÒCome!Ó  Whoever is t hirs t y, let  him come; and whoever wishes, let  him t ake 
of  t he f re e gif t  of  t he wat er of  lif e.Ó (Rev. 22:17) 


