JESUS THE SOURCE OF LIVING WATER.

John 7v37-39
Some of us here are regular visitors to the Alnwick Garden project which began in 2000. In the first handbook the Duchess of Northumberland set out her vision for the Gardens along with pictures of what it would look like at different stages. The centre piece of the ground plan is a magnificent water feature. Cascades, waterfalls, fountains, waterspouts, water mazes, lakes and ponds. She is motivated by a vision. But there was (and still is) a lot of hard work to do. Phase 1 involved work on the foundations of the water feature, with massive excavations in preparation for underground pump rooms, water pipes and huge reservoirs to store the 250,000 gallons of water required to create the water displays. 

We too are living with a vision  - to change the landscape by planting churches in this magnificent county of Northumberland.  It is an ambitious mission we are on. And the centre piece of our vision is Jesus Himself. When people enter Alnwick Garden they cannot miss the water feature. When people come across us, we want them to be unable to ignore Jesus. So, at this first stage we are doing work beneath the surface, making sure everything is in place for Jesus to have the place of absolute and magnificent pre-eminence.   

This evening in our series ‘Jesus in John’s Gospel’ we find that He is the Source of every spring, every stream, every fountain, every river of spiritual life. This is yet another feature of His Glory. 
v37. On the last and greatest day of the Feast,  This is the Feast of Booths, or Tabernacles (Succoth in Hebrew). It commemorates the years of tent (or tabernacle) dwelling in the Sinai desert when Moses led the Israelites from Egypt to the verge of the Promised land.  It is also called ‘The Feast of Ingathering’ because it is a harvest thanksgiving.  It is the most joyful of all the Jewish Festivals and therefore very popular with the people. One Rabbi wrote. “He who has not seen Jerusalem during the Feast of Tabernacles does not know what rejoicing means.” 
It is still celebrated today. I have been in Jerusalem during this Festival. Many construct booths (sukkah), temporary wooden structures in the open e.g. on a balcony or roof, or in a courtyard or garden. These remind the people of the years of wilderness life and the goodness of God in giving them a settled home.  The roof of the booth is left open (so that the stars are visible) then lightly thatched with green branches. The interior is decorated with flowers, fruit, coloured streamers and tapestries. Still today families take their meals for the week in their booths.

But water was also a prominent feature of the Feast of Tabernacles, recalling the way God had provided water in the desert. On two occasions, at Rephidim and at Kadesh water miraculously flowed from a rock following God’s instructions to Moses. (Exodus 17 and Numbers 20)  By the Feast of Tabernacles the land had gone for months without rain, and so prayers looking forward to the first rains were part of the worship. In the days of the Temple this found its focus in the water pouring ceremony. A priest brought water from the pool of Siloam in a golden pitcher. This was poured by the High Priest into a basin at the foot of the alter, accompanied by prayer for abundant rain. Isaiah 12v3 was read: “With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.”   

But this had more in mind. It was also a prophetic act looking forward to the pouring out of God’s Spirit in Messiah’s reign. On each day of the Feast there was a procession around the alter followed by the pouring. On the seventh day this reached a climax. The day was known as “Hoshana Rabba”, the day of the Great Hosanna. Imagine the scene: trumpets blasting, branches being waved, fruit being lifted, levites singing and Psalms being chanted, closing with words from Psalm 118v25. “O Lord save us!” At this point seven circuits of the alter were completed together with the pouring out of the water. Messianic hope was at its height. And it was at this point, or very soon after the water pouring ceremony, that Jesus stepped centre stage.

There was quite a commotion about Jesus at this Feast. Opinions were divided about him and there was tension in the air. In fact Jesus had arrived half way through the week, but there is no thought of hiding. v37. On the last and greatest day of the Feast, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink”. Jesus is the fulfilment of all that the Feast and the Prophets anticipated. “Forget the Pool of Siloam. Come to me”, says Jesus.  Isaiah had proclaimed, “Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters”.  (Isaiah 55v1) Jesus echoes this call but adds that He is the One who can provide the water of life.  Ezekiel had prophesied a river of life flowing from the Temple (Ezekiel 47v1-12), and Amos that “a fountain will flow out of the Lord’s house” (Amos 3v18) Jesus has arrived in the Temple to fulfil these prophecies.

  v38. “Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.”  (literally “from his belly”). The prophet Jeremiah had described God as “the spring of living water” (Jeremiah 2v13; 17v13). Here Jesus is saying that He is that spring of living water.  And He is claiming even more - to be the Source of a stream of living water flowing within those who believe in Him!  

Jesus said something similar to the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well. “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” (John 4v13,14)

How is this possible? What does this mean? On this occasion we do not have to speculate because we are given the interpretation and an explanation.  v39. By this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive. Up to that time the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus had not yet been glorified. The Source is Jesus, but the living water is the Holy Spirit, and the fulfilment of this promise could only take place after the death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus.
In the light of all this, here are two questions to ask yourself tonight.
1. Am I connected to the living water of the Spirit?   

God’s Word speaks of two different & separate experiences of “receiving” the Spirit, and therefore being connected.

.   

The first, is being born of the Spirit. The apostles first received the Spirit when Jesus appeared to them on Easter Sunday and breathed on them saying “Receive the Holy Spirit”.  (John 20v22) This was regeneration.  Jesus had now died for their sins and been raised from the dead, therefore they could be born again. They were starting a new life. Each person was a new creation in Christ.   

The Holy Spirit is crucially involved when someone comes to new life through faith in Jesus Christ.  Evangelical Christians have tended to talk about the conversion experience as “receiving Jesus” into your life. (Earlier this year my five year old granddaughter announced that she had asked Jesus into her heart, and everyone at home was thrilled. The following week she came back from school and said that she had asked the Easter Bunny into her heart!  Her daddy needed to have a good theological conversation with her.)   It is more Biblical to speak of receiving the Spirit at conversion. Jesus described being born again as being “born of the Spirit.” (John 3v5-8). More precisely Jesus described new birth as being “born of water and the Spirit.” This echoed  the great new covenant prophecy in Ezekiel 36v25-27. “I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be  clean ... I will give you a new heart ..  and I will put my Spirit in you”.  When new believers are baptised in water they dramatise this great truth.  So, have you received the Spirit in this sense? Have you been born again, of water & the Spirit?          

But Jesus made it clear there was more.  After the apostles had been born of the Spirit Jesus said to them “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father has promised, which you have heard me speak about. For John baptised with water, but in a few days you will be baptised with the Holy Spirit.” (Acts 1v 4,5) 

So, the second way to receive the Spirit is by being baptised with the Spirit. Jesus said “you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you” (Acts 1v8) This promise was fulfilled for the apostles on the day of Pentecost when “all of them were  filled with the Holy Spirit.” (Acts 2v4)  This then is what John 7v39 means when it speaks of the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive. This was a  promise for believers, which could only be fulfilled after Jesus was glorified i.e. when He had been welcomed back into heaven in glory & triumph after His atoning death on the cross, and His resurrection from the dead, and His ascension forty days later.  Being born of the Spirit did not have to wait for His ascension, but baptism with the Spirit did. The two experiences of “receiving” the Spirit were distinct. But both involved being connected to Jesus. 

Today there is no need to wait weeks or months like the apostles. Many people receive salvation and then go on to be filled with the Spirit minutes later. But these are still two distinct experiences. So, have you been baptised in the Holy Spirit? E

And if you are not, are you thirsty? Jesus says, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink”. Are you thirsty? You may be conscious of being thirsty for more passion for Jesus, or thirsty for more of  the presence of God in worship, or thirsty for power to share the gospel, or thirsty for more experience of the love of God, or thirsty for the gifts of the Spirit, or simply thirsty for everything God has for you. But you need to be thirsty, and ask, and believe as you ask that you will receive. 

And it is to Jesus you come. This invitation of Jesus was important for Liz when she was baptised with the Holy Spirit.  She was struggling joylessly through a particular difficulty and began to realise that she was very thirsty. So when an opportunity for prayer came she eagerly responded. In her words, “It was as if a deep well of joy was put inside me; joy bubbled up as I worshipped. This became my experience whenever I drew near to God; joy bubbled up even though my circumstances had not changed! I had my own stream!”
2. Am I enjoying the living water of the Spirit?   

If I am born of the Spirit and baptised in the Spirit, how come I go through dry  times?  Be honest, it happens to most of us. But it should be unusual. Enjoying  streams of living water flowing within us should be our normal experience.  We are now connected to Jesus, the Source, so we should be enjoying the joy & vitality of life in the Spirit. The Psalmist wrote, “You give them to drink from your river of delights. For with you is the fountain of life.. “ (Psalm 36v8,9) Isaiah prophesied, “He will satisfy your needs in a sun-scorched land .... You will be like a well watered garden, like a spring whose waters never fail.” (Isaiah 58v11)  God intends you to be a well watered garden because of your connection to the Source of every stream of living water.

So how do we explain those dry times?  If the Source doesn’t run dry then there must be a blockage. Just as rocks & debris & other obstacles can block a spring or a fountain, so it is with us. You may remember the film ‘Jean de Florette’ and its sequel, ‘Manon de Source’. Two jealous and bitter men conspire to block the source of a new disabled neighbour’s stream, with tragic consequences. We too have an enemy of our souls. He will try everything he knows, subtle and blatant, to clog up our spring. He wants to cut you off from the Source. He knows that if the stream keeps flowing you will flourish and become a serious threat to him. 

Every one of us needs to do regular maintenance to make sure our spring is not getting blocked. Check yourself out tonight. Make sure there are no blockages. You have been given some powerful spiritual tools to keep the spring flowing. Repentance deals with any blockage caused by your own sin. Forgiveness unclogs any bitterness and anger when others have harmed you. Speaking out Scripture & Biblical truth exposes and uproots any falsehood than might be clogging your spring. Proclaiming the power of the blood of Jesus clears away demonic sludge.  Singing and praying in the Spirit  establishes a pure connection directly to the Source. Praying in the Name of Jesus deals with heavy obstacles. And Worship keeps the spring of living water dancing and sparkling and refreshing everything in your garden.  

“If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.”
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