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Rivers of Living Water
John 7:1-39

When our children were little, one television program they never wanted to miss was where Mr.
Rogers assured them – every day -- “I like you just the way you are.”  One day a professional
story teller visited Mr. Roger's neighborhood and he told a story – a parable really. 

“Once upon a time an enormous, beautiful bubble floated into a far away kingdom ruled by a
wicked king. When the people in the kingdom saw the bubble, they were awed by its size and
beauty. They talked about it and celebrated its arrival. The king heard about the new bubble and
the crowds admiring it. The king wanted to go see the bubble himself. 

When he arrived, however, he did not see a beautiful bubble; what he saw was trouble. "Bubble,
bubble!" said that king.  "This is no bubble.  This is trouble, big trouble."  And with that the king
raised his dagger and tried to pop the bubble.  But instead of bursting the bubble, somehow he
ended up inside the bubble.  

He wriggled and he punched and he struggled but he could not get out of the bubble.  So for him
the bubble really was trouble.  The king called for his knights to come and burst the bubble that
held him captive.  

"This is trouble, big trouble!" he shouted from inside the bubble. "Get me out of here."

His knights did their best to rescue the king but their lances and battle axes bounced off the
bubble.  They were helpless in the face of this terrible, terrible trouble. 

It was then that a little girl and her father approached the bubble.  "Oh Daddy," said the girl. 
"Isn't the bubble beautiful? Can I touch it?” 

"No!  Stay back!" shouted the father. "Don't go near it!  The king says it's big trouble."

And then ... the onlookers watched in horror as the little girl escaped her father's grasp, ran
forward and ever so gently reached out her tiny fingers.  She did what the King and his knights
could not do with all their weapons and strength. She burst the bubble. 

The storyteller on Mr. Rogers concluded,

Now the moral of the story is this: 
If you treat it like trouble, it will act like trouble.
If you treat it like a bubble, it will act like a bubble.
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Many of the people who saw Jesus do miracles in the first century – feed thousands, heal
hundreds, preach God’s love, give sight to blind people – they believed that Jesus was a fresh and
welcome bubble.

But to some of Jesus’ hometown folks, and, especially, the religious establishment in Jerusalem,
Jesus was trouble. 

He contradicted their teaching, he broke their rules, he talked about a spiritual kingdom of God
while they wanted a political hero – someone to kick the Roman governors back to Italy. And the
longer Jesus preached and did miracles, the more trouble he represented. He was totally
unorthodox but very convincing. Big trouble. 

We’ve been studying the life of Jesus in the Gospel of John for several months. This morning we
will hear Jesus talk about Rivers of Living Water in chapter 7 if you want to find that spot on
your phone or in your Bible. John chapter 7. 

Jesus was finishing his second year of public ministry. When he started traveling about he soft-
pedaled the fact that he was Messiah. He let his miracles do the talking. He attended a wedding
where the groom had miscalculated how many guests would come and they ran out of wine – a
terrible embarrassment to the groom’s whole family. Jesus turned 120 gallons of water into fine
wine. From Cana he healed a deathly ill boy by long distance – some 17 miles away. 

He fed more than 5000 hungry people from one boy’s lunch pail. He was a welcome Bubble
most everywhere in Galilee! “Let’s make the Bubble king,” the people said. 

“Not so fast,” said the religious leaders in Jerusalem, some 70 miles south. The bubble is trouble.
And they plotted to kill him. Not only that but they convinced many people who had believed in
the Bubble that he was, in fact, Trouble. 

Chapter 6 ends with this sad commentary. 

John 6:66 many of (Jesus) followers (disciples) turned back and no longer followed
him.

The controversy grew. John chapter 7 verse 1

 John 7:1 After this (sequentially after Feeding of the 5000, walking on water - but it
was probably 6 months after), After this Jesus went around in Galilee. He did not
want to go about in Judea because the Jewish leaders there were looking for a way
to kill him.  2 But when the Jewish Festival of Tabernacles was near,  3 Jesus'
brothers said to him, "Leave Galilee and go to Judea, so that your disciples there
may see the works you do.  4 No one who wants to become a public figure acts in
secret. Since you are doing these things, show yourself to the world."  
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They don’t mean it. This is sarcasm. Jesus’ brothers – his younger half brothers - the gospels
never say how many there were. 

“did not believe in him, verse 5 says. 

They’re mocking him, chiding him. They probably always resented Jesus. He was the brother
who never got in trouble. And imagine your sibling claiming to be the son of God. How could
that be? The kid who was born out of wedlock. Family disgrace.  

Remember John 1:11? 
John 1:11 He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him.

Rejecting his brothers’ insincere invitation, Jesus initially stayed in Galilee while his brothers –
and many other people – headed south for what was called the Festival of Tabernacles. 

 
• At the time Jesus lived, there were three main feasts that took people of Jewish heritage

to Jerusalem. The one we know best is the Feast of Passover. 
• Another feast called the “Feast of Weeks” came 7 weeks after Passover 
• and then in the fall time there was the Feast of Tabernacles. 

Under Jewish law, every male over the age of 13, living within 20 miles of Jerusalem was
required to attend three feasts but it’s unclear how stringently that was enforced. Farther away
attendance was less regular but still a surprising number (whole families in fact) often made the
journey. 

The favorite feast of the three was not Passover but the Festival of Tabernacles, which took place
after the fall harvest of grapes and olives – usually late September. The Feast of Tabernacles
commemorated the temporary shelters built by Jewish ancestors out in the Egyptian desert after
Moses led the Israelite slaves out of Egypt.  

The Hebrew word for “tabernacle” was used for any temporary dwelling. The verb form meant
“to pitch a tent.” The tents were often sticks and branches covered by animal skins. In the desert
God’s people lived in “tabernacles” and God also gave them instructions to build a large
“tabernacle (a large temporary shelter) for worship.” 

So the Festival of Tabernacles recalled all the years God watched over his people in the Sinai
desert. It also celebrated the just-completed harvest, during which Israelite farmers would build
temporary shelters (tabernacles or booths) in the fields to keep thieves from making off with
crops.

In Jesus' time, Jewish families came from all over.  Many left their homes weeks ahead of time. 
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Upon arrival in the great city, each family would construct its own tabernacle, or booth, a fort
either along a street or on a rooftop, and they would move into their family fort on the first day of
the Feast and stay there for the rest of the week. For kids it was pure fun – and I think that helps
explain why the feast was so popular. 

Thousands of tabernacles made the week-long holiday into a huge campout. You can imagine
families hurrying to Jerusalem to get the same spot they got last year. Or to get a better spot
closer to the temple because the whole event was a spectacular religious celebration.  

The festival opened with a nighttime party at the Temple.  Flames leaped from four gigantic
lampstands, their light flooding the Temple Mount. Beneath the great lampstands thousands of
people danced and sang in celebration. Huge party. Stay up late – but also get up early so as not
to miss another important event. 

Each morning the High Priest, followed by a big crowd, went down to the Pool of Siloam and
filled a golden pitcher full of water.  They would all make their way back to the temple just as
another priest was finishing the morning sacrifice. I’ll tell you about that – I’ll finish the story –
in just a bit. But first let’s to back to the text in John 7. Verse 5 again. 

John 7: 5 For even his own brothers did not believe in him.  6 Therefore Jesus told
(his brothers), "My time (Greek word is not the word for clock/calendar time but his
“chance” or “opportunity”) My time is not yet here; for you any time will do.  7 The
world cannot hate you, but it hates me because I testify that its works are evil.  

How do you think that went over with these brothers who were already cynical about Jesus? 

Verse 8 You go to the festival. I am not going up to this festival (meaning, I’m not
traveling now), because my time has not yet fully come."

Notice Jesus said, “I’m not going up” even though Jerusalem was 70 miles south . No matter
what direction you were coming from you went “up” to Jerusalem because the city was higher in
elevation than any area around. The last 15 miles were really uphill. Those were the tough miles
and it was on that last stretch that pilgrims would sing Psalms 120-134 – what are called “songs
of ascent.”

It’s interesting that the notion of “ascending” to Jerusalem still persists today. Jews who
immigrate to Israel are said to be making “aliyah” which means “ascent.”

Jesus planned all along to go to Jerusalem for the Festival of Tabernacles but he wanted to travel
incognito, without disciples, without family members so he delayed his departure from Galilee.
Verse 10

John 7:10 However, after his brothers had left for the festival, he went also, not
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publicly, but in secret.

He arrived in Judea and managed to stay off the radar for a while. 

V. 11 Now at the festival the Jewish leaders were watching for Jesus and asking,
"Where is he?" 12 Among the crowds there was widespread whispering about him.
Some said, "He is a good man." Others replied, "No, he deceives the people." 13 But
no one would say anything publicly about him for fear of the leaders.

Jewish authorities desperately wanted to get their hands on him. Their official line was, “He
deceives the people.” That was their billboard mantra but they knew full well the people were
divided in their opinions. Some thought Jesus was a "good man." He helped others. He did
miracles. Others said no, he was a charlatan, a false Messiah but most of the arguments happened
in whispers. No one wanted to get on the bad side of the Jewish authorities. 

Halfway into feast week Jesus went the temple where he made a public speech – curious isn’t it
for a guy who has been hiding. Verse 14

John 7:14 Not until halfway through the festival did Jesus go up to the temple courts
and begin to teach.  15 The Jews there (the people who heard him) were amazed and
asked, "How did this man get such learning without having been taught?"

We’ve heard that before, haven’t we? Why such good teaching from a man who never went to
rabbi school? V. 16, Jesus said

John 7:16 "My teaching is not my own. It comes from the one who sent me. 17
Anyone who chooses to do the will of God will find out whether my teaching comes
from God or whether I speak on my own. 18 Whoever speaks on their own does so
to gain personal glory, but he who seeks the glory of the one who sent him is a man
of truth; there is nothing false about him.”

So while Jesus claimed kinship with God the Father he said it’s not about me. He was not out for
personal glory. Wasn’t running for office. Wasn’t trying to sell books. He spoke under the
authority of his Father. Then he turned the tables on those who were asking questions. He was
very good at this. V. 19. 

John 7:19 Has not Moses given you the law? Yet not one of you keeps the law. 

That was a serious offense.  He says, “If you really knew the Hebrew scriptures you would
recognize who I am! That’s what he’s saying. Then he asks, end of v. 19

Why are you trying to kill me?"
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The crowd responded – and when we read their response think about the comments – the reaction
readers have today – to news stories and blogs posted online. Ever look at those comments down
at the bottom of webpages? You can hardly avoid them sometimes. Here’s the reaction to Jesus,
verse 20.

John 7:20 "You are demon-possessed," the crowd answered. "Who is trying to kill
you?"

They’re furious!  

In 2009 I posted on YouTube the video footage Randy Alcorn took during and after our airplane
engine failure in 1989. I’ve shown the video several times. It’s had almost 1.2 million plays now
and I’ve personally responded to more than 2000 questions and comments. There have been
probably 50 other comments that don’t appear because I deleted them. The 5 minute video is a
good story. Engine failure in the Alaska Range, a successful emergency landing and a helicopter
rescue – all in one day. Nobody hurt.  Most comments are like these two. But not everyone. 

Last week I deleted a comment that read, “F-ing horrible pilot, irresponsible dads risk daughters’
lives in poorly maintained airplane.” You have to wonder where that kind of vitriol comes from.
What’s inside that produces that kind of a response.  

Jesus miraculously fed thousands, he healed people – including a Jerusalem man who hadn’t
walked in 38 years, and what does he get? Death threats and the accusation that he’s demon-
possessed. Not a bubble, trouble. 

I want to pick up a lesson here. It’s not the main point of the story but it’s important. 

Before you respond – either in person, or online – take a breath. Or two. Think again. Pause. 
• Talk to a clear-headed friend before punching back.  
• Sleep on the email. 
• Don’t push send when you’re angry. 
• Ask yourself what positive thing you’re likely to accomplish, and is this the best way to

move forward?  

The Athabascan Indians I grew up with believe that every word comes alive when it leaves your
lips and it circulates forever in an unseen world. Once you let that statement fly you cannot
soften it or take it back. The words become rogue knives out there indiscriminately slashing.  

In Psalm 141 has a phrase that King David included in his evening prayers. Of course their days
went from 6 pm to 6 pm.  So this is a prayer David prayed at the start of his day. 

“I call to you, LORD . . . Set a guard over my mouth, LORD; keep watch over the
door of my lips,” (Psalm 141:1, 3)
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When she was just 3, our granddaughter, Kari, memorized and recited 

Psalm 34:13 but she couldn’t make the “L” sound so on the video she says , 

Keep your tongue from evil and your yips from speaking yies. (Ps 34:13)

Keep your thumbs from evil on a smartphone . Keep your fingers from evil on a keyboard. Keep
your yips from speaking yies.  Angry words never resolve anything.  

Instead of entering into dialog with Jesus, the people shout, “You are demon possessed.”  V. 28.

John 7:28 Then Jesus, still teaching in the temple courts, cried out, “Yes, you know
me, and you know where I am from. I am not here on my own authority, but he who
sent me is true. You do not know him,  29 but I know him because I am from him
and he sent me.”

Go forward to the morning of the final feast day.  Everybody there. Big crowds watched a priest
take the golden pitcher from the temple and fill it with water from the Pool of Siloam.  The priest 
would then make his way back to the temple carrying that pitcher of water. Behind him an
enthusiastic crowd sang Psalms and waved tree branches. Trumpets announced their arrival at the
temple. 

The priest carrying the water walked around an altar – just like God’s people had walked around
Jericho’s walls 1000 years before. Once...twice...three times...four...five times... After the sixth
round a second priest carrying wine made from recently squeezed grapes would join the first
priest.  The two priests together slowly made the last round and then they walked up a ramp to
the high altar, where the water-carrying priest would raise his pitcher. The crowd shouted for him
to hold it higher, higher, higher. 

On tiptoes and holding the pitcher at full arm’s length the priest would very slowly pour out the
water onto the altar. It was considered to be the chance of a lifetime to see this with your very
own eyes.”

Huge roar and then a hush. The bubble – or the trouble – was there.  Verse 37.

John 7:37 On the last and greatest day of the festival, Jesus stood and said in a loud
voice, "Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and drink. 

In the old Western movies if the good guys wanted to give the bad guys their due without
actually killing them, the good guys would tie up the bad guys and empty their bad guys’
canteens into the desert sand before riding off.  
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Ever been really thirsty? Thirst is your body’s way of telling you you’re low on water. You
don’t decide to be thirsty. Your body just does it - and it’s one of the most powerful
reactions our brains can produce. 

The book and the movie titled Unbroken tell the riveting story of Louis Zamperini, 1936
Olympic athlete and then a World War II bombardier. Zamperini survived getting shot down but
then spent 47 days adrift in the South Pacific before being captured by the Japanese.  After 33
days, one of the three on the life raft died of thirst. Zamperini and the other survived by capturing
rainwater and eating an occasional captured bird or fish. They lost more than 100 pounds. 

At the end of the war Zamperini was freed from his Japanese POW camp and he returned to
America. He wasn’t prepared, however, for PTSD (of course nobody heard of it back then). He
turned to alcohol to escape severe flashbacks. He felt an emptiness and a thirst even more
powerful than the thirst he experienced in the life raft. 

In 1949, Zamperini attended a Billy Graham crusade in Los Angeles and discovered that his
deepest needs could only be satisfied by Jesus Christ. Unfortunately, the movie stops short of
Zamerini’s conversion but he dedicated the rest of his life to telling the story of what Jesus had
done for him. The same Jesus who gave a command performance on the last day of the
Tabernacle Festival. 

Jesus said, “Let anyone who is thirsty.” 

Jeremiah talks about what happens when people try to quench thirst apart from God. 

God says, “They have forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their
own cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot hold water,” (Jeremiah 2:13). 

How many tragic stories of celebrities ending their lives in suicide or drug overdoses do we need
to hear before we call materialism and a self-indulgent lifestyle what they are – a broken cistern.
Leaky buckets. Cannot hold water. Nothing can satisfy spiritual thirst except God himself.  

On that last feast day Jesus gave an invitation and then a promise.  He said,

“Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and drink,” Jesus said.

In C.S. Lewis’s children’s novel, The Silver Chair, Jill is scared out of her wits when she sees the
huge lion, Aslan. She runs into the forest and keeps on running until she is exhausted and very
thirsty. She hears water gurgling and she sees a stream. But the lion is there standing over the
water.  

The lion asks, “Are you not thirsty?”
“I’m dying of thirst,” said Jill.
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“Then drink,” said the lion. 

Jill has to overcome her fear of the lion – who would never hurt her of course – before she can
satisfy her thirst. Lewis based the lion character, of course, on the Lion of Judah – Jesus Christ. 

When you first hear Christ’s invitation to come drink you might have all kinds of doubts and
objections. You don’t have to deny those things to drink because for many people it’s only after
they drink that they realize how satisfying Christ is. 

Jesus himself promised good results. Look at verse 38. 

John 7:38 “Whoever believes in me, as Scripture has said, rivers of living water will
flow from within them."

Those who trust Christ to quench their thirst will not only have their own needs met but they will
overflow – to others. It is not explainable by human logic. It’s supernatural. Verse 39 says. 

John 7:39 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.

It wasn’t until after Jesus ascension to heaven after his resurrection that God sent the Holy Spirit
to live in, and motivate, and encourage, and empower each person who trusts Christ as Savior.  

You may feel such deep needs yourself this morning that you can’t even imagine helping others.
That’s where the Holy Spirit comes in. It’s not what you can do with your own gifts and strength.
When you trust Christ the Holy Spirit produces in you rivers of life-giving water to satisfy, not
just you, but thirsty people around you.
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