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March 22, 2009

“Rivers of Living Water”

John 7:25-39

FCF:  Spiritual longing (and seeking wrongly)
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus is offering to slake our thirsty souls.
(magnet) But the offer must be accepted on His terms.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

We’re bored as a people.  We’re restless as a species.  You can see it in the activities we engage in.  Think of two recent “extreme sports” news items.  In the world of bullfighting, an 11-year-old matador in Mexico set a record but his name won’t go in Guinness World Records.  According to Mexico’s National Association of Matadors, Michel “Michelito” Lagravere set the international record at his age for bull calves killed in a two-hour bullfight watched by more than 3,500 people.  But Guinness World Records said, “We do not accept records based on the killing or harming of animals.”  

Then in other news, a Texas high school is said to have used cage fights to settle disputes among problem students, according to internal documents obtained by The Dallas Morning News.  The principal and other staff at South Oak Cliff High School in Dallas repeatedly put students in a steel utility cage located in a section of the boys’ basketball locker room to battle it out – with their bare fists and without head protection.

What’s going on here?  We’re bored, restless.  We long for more and we’ll go to all kinds of extremes to get it.  It seems we’re afflicted with a chronic restlessness.
Is there any answer for this longing, this chronic restlessness?  And if so, what?  
SCRIPTURE READING:  John 7:25-39
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

A vital thing to recognize about this text is the context of Jesus’ words – the Jewish Feast of Booths (Tabernacles).  Now the purpose of the annual feasts was, in general, for God’s people to remember the great things He had done for them when He delivered them out of bondage in Egypt.  In terms of this feast in particular, the focus was on the ways He had provided for their needs in the wilderness, especially water.  This was captured in the traditions.  At dawn on the first seven days of the feast, a ceremony of water-pouring took place.  A priest leading a procession drew water form the Pool of Siloam with a golden pitcher and returned to the temple.  The water was then poured into a funnel on the west side of the altar as the temple choir sang Psalms 113-118.  
Jesus clearly used the fact that on the eighth (and last) day of the Feast of Tabernacles, there was no ceremony of water-pouring.  All eyes, you see, are then on Him.  Picture the drama.  Jesus is claiming to be the One who provides water for the people.  He is the One who can do this.  But the “water” He is especially concerned with is the long-promised, much-awaited Spirit of God.  In essence, Jesus is saying that He is the fulfillment of all the Old Testament expectations.  He is the fulfillment of the saving power and grace they celebrated.  His is the water they looked back and forward to.  

“The waiting is over,” Jesus says.  “The waiting is over.  And here is what I’m offering – to slake your thirsty souls.”  An astonishing statement.  And, when understood, an offer we can hardly refuse.  But there are terms to this offer that must be considered.
I. THE CONDITION

The first being that of the condition.  What must be true of us to lay hold of this offer?  What must we understand before our thirst can be slaked?  (READ John 7:37a)
A) The Openness of the Invitation
A couple of things here.  The first being the openness of Jesus’ invitation.
1. No one excluded

No one is excluded.  It doesn’t matter who you are.  It doesn’t matter what you’ve done.
2. All included

As far as the invitation is concerned, no one is excluded.  All are included.  There are no ethnic, social, intellectual qualifications.  All are in equal need.  All are on level ground.  
B) The Acknowledgment of Our Thirst

Clearly, there is a sweeping openness to Jesus’ invitation to drink of this fountain.  That said, at the same time, there is this condition – the acknowledgment of our thirst.
1. Our thirst
We all thirst.  The problem is that we do not thirst for God.  Or, another way to say it is we thirst for God but try to slake it with the wrong things.  And so we thirst yet more.
2. God’s pursuit

Why does this go on?  Why does God allow this?  Because He is gracious.  He is gracious to frustrate us again and again that we might keep searching until we find Christ.  
He is not dissuaded.  He is determined to heal our diseased spiritual appetites.
Illustration:

The story is told of an anxious man who went to see his doctor (READ IV2): 
“Doc,” he said, “you have to help me.  I’m dying.  Everywhere I touch hurts.  I touch my head and it hurts.  I touch my leg and it hurts.  I touch my stomach and it hurts.  I touch my chest and it hurts.  You have to help me, Doc, everything hurts.”  The doctor gave him a complete examination.  “Mr. Smith,” he said, “I have good news and bad news for you.  The good news is you are not dying.  The bad news is you have a broken finger.”
Application:

Ah, if it were only that easy.  Oh, our finger is broken.  Our ability to diagnose ourselves is completely fouled up.  But everything else hurts because it’s broken as well.  And so God, in His grace, frustrates our pursuits.  As John Piper put it (READ quote):
He causes every wreath to wither, every gold cup to tarnish, every muscle to sag, every face to wrinkle, every sexual exploit to go sour, every sin to sting, until we have put him off too long. He wants us for himself. He wants everything but himself to grow dim in our eyes.

Jesus is offering to slake our thirsty souls.  But the offer must be accepted on His terms.  Which means we start by acknowledging our thirst.  Until then, we won’t drink.
II. THE MEANS

So that’s the first thing – the condition of this offer.  The second is the means.  That is, how do we lay hold of this?  How does it become ours?  (READ John 7:37-38)

A) A Radical Change
What Jesus is calling for is a radical change.  Radical in that it goes to the root.
1. Come to Me

“Come to Me,” He says.  “You’re thirsty.  I am the water.  Come to Me.”
2. Come away from them

That is, come away “from them.”  Leave behind, forsake, forget all other pretenders.
B) A Radical Trust
He is calling for a radical change.  And a radical trust – again, going to the root.
1. Drinking

“Come to Me and drink.  Find your life, oh thirsty one, in what I provide.”
2. Believing

“Believe in Me.”  The idea being of relational knowledge, of trust, of reliance.
The means of laying hold of this promise is a radical change and a radical trust.

Illustration:

It’s like what happens when a man and a woman get married.  I remember my seminary professor, Dr. VanGroningen, telling of some marriage counseling.  The couple he was working with wasn’t making any progress.  But finally, after a bit of pressing, it came out that this young husband carried a picture of an old girlfriend in his wallet.  “What?” he was asked.  “You can’t move forward in this relationship with a divided heart.  You have to give yourself in this relationship totally, continually, trustingly.”
Application:

And it’s much the same in our relationship with Jesus – a radical change and a radical trust.  Now some of you are saying to yourself right now, “Well, yes, but I’ve been a Christ follower for quite some while.  How might I be tempted in that?”  By your love for lesser gods and their hold on your heart – trusting on them, relying upon them, sacrificing for them, looking to them for guidance.  “But what things?” you ask.  
Think with me.  Comfort – your love of privacy, lack of stress, freedom.  Approval – your longing for affirmation, love, relationships.  Control – your desire for self-discipline, certainty, standards.  Power – your craving of success, winning, influence.  In the face of all these idols, these lesser gods, Jesus is saying, “Come to Me and drink.  Believe in Me.  Not them.”  He is offering to slake our thirsty souls.  But the means by which He will do that are His own.  And that comes through this radical change and trust.
III. THE PURPOSE

Which then takes us to the third and final thing – the purpose of all this.  What does Jesus have in mind for us as He extends this offer?  (READ John 7:38-39)

A) Filled to Overflowing
As Jesus extends this offer, He has in mind our being filled to overflowing.
1. Not just a receptacle

We are not just to be a receptacle.  Yes, our thirst is being addressed (READ John 6:35).  We are to be satisfied.  We are to be filled.  But we are not just to be a receptacle.
2. But a fountain

We are to be a fountain.  Jesus alludes to this back in John 4 with the woman at the well (READ John 4:13-14).  We are not just to be satisfied but satisfying to others.  We are not just to be filled but fulfilling to others.  We are to be filled and filled to overflowing.
B) Filled by the Spirit
That said, how are we to be filled to overflowing?  By being filled by the Spirit.
1. Contentment and overflow
And there are some interesting ways to consider how this works.  First, the relationship between our contentment and this overflow.  On the one hand, we can say our being filled is what then frees us to overflow into others.  That said, on the other hand, we also know that our overflow into others is what often brings that sense of being filled.  So it’s both.
2. Our experience and the Spirit’s work

But then there’s the relationship between our experience and the Spirit’s work.  This is not just a subjective emotional response.  Our emotions are involved.  And well they should be.  But ultimately, what’s going on is the objective reality of the Spirit’s work.
He is at work within us, bringing about this change in us and then through us.
Illustration:

It is Christ’s “holy magic.”  It reminds me of the scene from The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe where the White Witch, in seducing Edmund to her side, pours out that liquid into the snow and it forms a golden cup.  But, in this case, this is a holy magic whereby a drop of water falls into the hard parched land of our soul.  And instead of a puddle or a cup, it makes a spring.  And from that spring there then flows a river.   And then from that river, another life is touched.  And our thirst is then quenched all the more.
Application:

This is Jesus’ intent.  He pours into us.  We pour into others.  Another is touched.  And our thirst is then quenched all the more – the thirst to be something, to do something, to matter, to contribute, to have a place.  That desire is a good desire.  You were made to matter.  You were made to matter and to want to matter.  Well, this is it.  This is the answer to our restlessness.  We were made to drink in Christ, to savor Him and His promises.  Our thirst was made to cease in Him.  All overflowing into the lives of others.  
CONCLUSION:

(READ John 7:37b-38) This offer is astounding.  And so, if there be terms, we need to hear all that Jesus says and heed them with all our hearts.  Of course, terms of any kind rarely sit well with us.  Perhaps this illustration will help.  In his book The Silver Chair, C. S. Lewis tells the story of a young girl named Jill.  She’s in the land of Narnia and she’s thirsty.  At once she sees a magnificent stream.  And a fearsome lion, Aslan:

“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.

We too have nowhere else to go.  Jesus is at the stream, beckoning us to bow and to drink.  To accept His offer you must heed His terms.  And it is to have our thirst slaked.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus is offering to slake our thirsty souls.

(magnet) But the offer must be accepted on His terms.
