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September 7, 2008

“Slaking Our Soul’s Thirst”

John 4:1-26
FCF:  The search for that which will slake our thirst
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) Knowing the gift of God,
(anchor) we must drink from the water He gives.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

(READ 750 Illustrations – “Emptiness”):

According to Lisbeth Levine in the Chicago Tribune, for several years TV talk-show host Oprah Winfrey carried on a running public battle against excess pounds that many people can identify with.  Having tipped the scales as high as 237 pounds, she tried one diet after another.  The weight would come off but then later come right back on.
Then in 1993 Oprah found a new personal trainer named Bob Greene.  Greene gave Oprah a ten-step program that included guidelines such as (1) exercise aerobically five to seven days a week, preferably in the morning; (2) exercise at an intensity level of 7 or 8 on a scale of 1 to 10; and (3) work out for twenty to sixty minutes each session.

But Greene’s ten steps were not the most important bit of coaching he gave Oprah.  He turned the tide for Oprah by helping her understand why she wanted to eat so much.  In People magazine Oprah said, “For me, food was comfort, pleasure, love, a friend, everything.  I consciously work every day at not letting food be a substitute for my emotions.”

When we’re anxious, lonely, feeling empty, eating is one way we can try to fill the void.  Now sadly, judging by the books Oprah reads and recommends – one for one season and then another later on – it seems she’s still searching for something to really fill that void.

Now please understand.  I’m not picking on her in any way.  I hurt for her.  We need to see ourselves in her searching and the yearning within.  Her case is simply an illustration of something we all must face – the thirst of our souls that longs to be slaked.
SCRIPTURE READING:  John 4:1-26
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

You really couldn’t ask for a greater contrast between John chapters 3 and 4.  Nicodemus was a Jewish male, a learned teacher, a Pharisee scrupulous in his adherence to the law, and as a member of the Sanhedrin a person of considerable public repute and authority. This woman is a Samaritan female, likely illiterate, living in flagrant contradiction to the law, publicly despised and ostracized. These two would seem to have nothing in common.  But they did.  They most surely did.  For they both needed Jesus.
John 4 is a chapter filled with different themes and, for that reason, we’re going to camp out here for a few weeks.  Next week, we’ll talk about evangelism.  The week after that, worship.  But this week, we’re going to consider the reality of spiritual thirst.

Jesus speaks of “living water.”  Interesting image.  In a part of the world where water is in short supply, water figures significantly in the lives of the people.  Nothing could be more serious to them than the absence of water.  To defeat an enemy, you would cut off their water supply.  People prayed for rain, searched for springs.  And dug wells.  Which, of course, is where this discussion took place – at a well that is still in existence today, still fed by an underground spring.  A very real place.  And a very real need.
I have but a simple theme.  Hearing and heeding what Jesus says, knowing the gift of God, we must drink from the water He gives.  Simple theme and but two points.

I. THAT WHICH DOES NOT SLAKE
The first being that which does not slake this thirst.  We do know that this woman was thirsty.  Physically, by the fact she was at the well.  Spiritually, by listening to her responses to Jesus’ questions.  So we know she was thirsty.  What we’re not quite sure of is how she got there, what had brought her down this path.  We really don’t know how it was that she had had been married to five men and was now living with a sixth.  
A) Fleeting Pleasures

Perhaps it was the fleeting pleasures of sin.  Perhaps she was something of an addict.  Addicted to relationships – needing someone around to soothe and approve her.
1. What she’d done

And it may be that she was a serial adulteress, moving on from one man to the other.
2. Where it had gotten her

And if so, it had brought her to a place of societal shame and isolation.
Illustration:

Think here of the theme of thirst.  Thirst can drive you to drink anything.  There have been cases where people stranded in the desert felt compelled to drink anti-freeze, something they knew would poison them.  They knew it!  But they were just so thirsty.
Of course there are lesser poisons, things we drink that fail to satisfy.  Think of the power drinks that promise to quench the thirst and pick you up.  And so many just leave you wanting more – not because they’re so very satisfying but because they’re so very unsatisfying, leaving you still thirsty with a sugar drop down from the high.

B) Broken Cisterns

Perhaps it was the case with this woman – the fleeting pleasures.  But perhaps it simply looking to broken cisterns.  We read of this in Jeremiah (READ Jeremiah 2:13).   Perhaps she wasn’t so much an addict as a victim – left behind by divorce or death.
1. What she’d wanted

What had she wanted?  Companionship, comfort, care, presence, stability, love.
2. What she’d gotten

And what had she gotten?  Disappointment, abandonment, loneliness, grief, pain.
So where does this leave her?  At the well with this man and His intriguing words.
Application:

Where does this leave us?  The same place.  The reality is that there are a multitude of things that can quench our thirst for a time.  We feel lonely, insignificant, hurt, confused, rejected.  So we turn to food, alcohol, drugs (even legal), relationships, work, recreation, rest, sex, internet, gaming, shopping.  Some of these good things yet turned into ultimate things that simply cannot ultimately satisfy, that cannot slake.

And we shouldn’t expect them to.  They can’t.  They weren’t made to do all we ask them to do.  They’re foretastes, appetizers.  And we were made for so much more.

II. THAT WHICH DOES SLAKE

We were made for that which truly does satisfy and slake (READ John 4:10).
A) Who This Is
Pretty bold assertions.  Who is this?  Who does Jesus know Himself to be?
1. Her perception

Obviously, her perception of Him is limited and skewed.  And it comes out in her words.
2. The reality

But what she comes to understand, is that He is the Messiah – the Word, the Light, the glory of the One and Only, the Lamb of God, the Son of Man, the Temple, the Son of God – all things John has shown us.  Jesus Himself is the “the fountain of living waters.”
B) What He Offers

And, as such, He can and then does offer, in abundant supply, this “living water.”
1. Natural understanding

Now, obviously, this woman doesn’t understand at first what He means.  The expression could simply mean spring or running water.  And initially, that’s as far as she can see.
2. Supernatural understanding

But the expression can mean far more.  “Living water” in the Old Testament meant the grace and knowledge of God, the cleansing and transforming power of the Holy Spirit.  
And the point Jesus is making is that there is a tremendous difference between the water He’s offering and the water she’s drinking.  One extinguishes thirst but for a time and then will eventually surely run dry.  The other never runs out and never disappoints.
Application:

Why?  Because we were made to drink it, made for Him.  Over 300 years ago, Blaise Pascal wrote (READ Pascal quote):  “There is a God shaped vacuum in the heart of every man which cannot be filled by any created thing, but only by God, the Creator, made known through Jesus.”  And 1200 years before that, Augustine wrote (READ Augustine quote):   “Thou hast made us for Thyself and our hearts are restless till they find their rest in Thee.”  The ancient writers have wisdom, far more than many today.
CONCLUSION:

Hearing and heeding what Jesus says, knowing the gift of God, we must then drink from the water He gives.  There is but one spring.  There is but one.  And from it we must drink.  Ours is a seemingly insatiable thirst.  I say “seemingly” because it can be quenched by Him.  C. S. Lewis speaks to this in The Silver Chair, part of the Narnia Chronicles.  Jill Pole has been transported into Narnia and finds herself parched with thirst, at the edge of a stream, yet face to face with a lion (READ The Silver Chair quote):

"If I run away, it'll be after me in a moment," thought Jill. "And if I go on, I shall run straight into its mouth." Anyway, she couldn't have moved if she had tried, and she couldn't take her eyes off it. How long this lasted, she could not be sure; it seemed like hours. And the thirst became so bad that she almost felt she would not mind being eaten by the Lion if only she could be sure of getting a mouthful of water first. . . .

"Are you not thirsty?" said the Lion.

"I'm dying of thirst," said Jill.

"Then drink," said the Lion.

"May I—could I—would you mind going away while I do?" said Jill.

The Lion answered this only by a look and a very low growl. And as Jill gazed at its motionless bulk, she realized that she might as well have asked the whole mountain to move aside for her convenience. The delicious rippling noise of the stream was driving her nearly frantic.

"Will you promise not to—do anything to me, if I do come?" said Jill.

"I make no promise," said the Lion.

Jill was so thirsty now that, without noticing it, she had come a step nearer. "Do you eat girls?" she said.

"I have swallowed up girls and boys, women and men, kings and emperors, cities and realms," said the Lion. It didn't say this as if it were boasting, nor as if it were sorry, nor as if it were angry. It just said it.

"I daren't come and drink," said Jill.

"Then you will die of thirst," said the Lion.

"Oh dear!" said Jill, coming another step nearer. "I suppose I must go and look for another stream then."

"There is no other stream," said the Lion. It never occurred to Jill to disbelieve the Lion—no one who had seen his stern face could do that—and her mind suddenly made itself up.

It was the worst thing she had ever had to do, but she went straight to the stream, knelt down, and began scooping up water in her hand. It was the coldest, most refreshing water she had ever tasted. You didn't need to drink much of it, for it quenched your thirst at once. Before she tasted it she had been intending to make a dash away from the Lion the moment she had finished. Now, she realized that this would be on the whole the most dangerous thing of all.

Can I trust this Lion?  Can I trust Him such that I can give up all these other wells, these cisterns?  Is He “greater than Jacob?”  And how can I know?  Let me tell you how He shows us.  By His entering into our thirst.  This isn’t the first time John writes of Jesus being overcome with thirst.  There was the cross (READ John 19:28-30).  That day with the Samaritan woman, we learn some fascinating things about Jesus.  That other day, the one we just read about, we learn some transforming things.  How do I know I can trust Him?  How do I know He will meet my deepest needs so I can entrust my life to Him?  Look past that day to the other and you’ll see He already has.  And in doing so proves to us He really will fulfill the promise He’s making to us even now (READ John 4:13-14).
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) Knowing the gift of God,

(anchor) we must drink from the water He gives.

