JESUS INVITES THE THIRSTY

John 7:1-53

Key Verse: 7:37-38

“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.

Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said,

streams of living water will flow from within him.’”
John chapter 7 consists of Jesus’ teaching given at the Feast of Tabernacles. We find help to gain perspective on hearing the message in this chapter through verses 1, 2 and at the last section of this passage through verses 45-53. They are helpful because to the mind of a casual reader, the teachings in this chapter seem redundant compared to what has been said in chapters 4-6. Even Jesus’ provocative attitude seems the same and the pattern of the argument seems the same. In verses 1 and 2, we learn the stage of Jesus’ ministry and his situation, and in verses 45-53, we learn why Jesus died by the hands of the Jews. Look at verses 1 and 2. “After this, Jesus went around in Galilee, purposely staying away from Judea because the Jews there were waiting to take his life. But when the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles was near…”  Jesus fed the five thousand near the Passover, which is approximately April in our calendar. Jesus had closed his Galilean ministry of which this event was the highlight. Now he was in Judea moving toward Jerusalem to die there in about six months. The Feast of Tabernacles was somewhere between September and October according to our calendar and he is going to die in April the next year. Jesus spoke these messages to the Jews in Jerusalem who were waiting to take his life. He invites them to him. His move was bold and risky. But this chapter testifies to us that they couldn’t lay a hand on him at this time. Thus, we learn that he laid down his life for them. In Jesus’ words, we learn that they were thirsty. We learn that they killed him because they were thirsty. They could have come to him. But they didn’t. Jesus shed his blood to quench their thirst. We see that aspect of his grace in his words and actions in this chapter. If anyone is thirsty, let him come to Jesus and drink.

I.  Jesus goes to the Feast of Tabernacles (1-24)

Look at verses 1 and 2 again. The Festival of Tabernacles was so called based on the custom of erecting booths as temporary homes. The feast was an annual reminder for the Jews of their wandering and dwelling in booths in the wilderness (Lev. 23:43). This was one of the three pilgrimage festivals of the Jewish year. It was kept for seven days. Sacrifices were offered on the seven days. On the eighth day, there was a solemn assembly when one young bull, one ram, and seven lambs were offered (Nu. 29:36). This is probably “the last and greatest day of the Feast” based on verse 37 when Jesus invited the thirsty. There was a ceremony of water-pouring on that day and Jesus uses that tradition to invite people to him. In their thirst, people were making booths and feasted and enjoyed the water pouring ceremony but forgot to come to God. Jesus reminded them of the truth that their life rested upon the redemption of YHWH, the ultimate meaning of which is the forgiveness of their sins which Jesus would give.
Jesus was purposely staying away from Judea until the right time for him to go to Jerusalem. But when the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles was near, Jesus’ brothers said to him, “You ought to leave here and go to Judea, so that your disciples may see the miracles you do. No one who wants to become a public figure acts in secret. Since you are doing these things, show yourself to the world.” They thought that Jesus was seeking popularity and public support. They sound reasonable to us. After all, Jesus came to reach out to many in the world. But in verse 5, we read a surprising comment by the author. Look at verse 5. “For even his own brothers did not believe in him.” What does the author mean? He means they were not like-minded with Jesus. They were not brothers to Jesus as he said elsewhere. The real brotherhood is in the people who are bound to God in Christ Jesus. That is why Jesus called his disciples his own brothers and sisters. Calling the co-believers brothers and sisters became a cliché in our culture. But for Jesus, he meant that and we should practice that truth ourselves. Our prayer for 120 who can teach 66 books of the Bible doesn’t mean to raise 120 babblers. We mean to raise 120 brothers and sisters in Christ. We can not make the 120. Only when each of us personally believes in Jesus Christ can we meet them in Christ. As we know, James became our Lord’s brother out of those unbelieving siblings of Jesus. He joined the Lord Jesus in his suffering and in his death. I am not saying that we never know who will be our brother or sister in Christ. I rather see that Jesus was creating James when he was mocked by the siblings. In Romans 8:18-25, we have an extended version of the brotherhood, the appearance of the children of God. We shouldn’t be disappointed with our siblings or with the unbelieving co-workers. We should fix our eyes on Jesus who is creating his own as he did at the time when he was abused by his siblings.
We see how kind and gentle he was with the abusive siblings in his reply to them. Look at verses 6-8. Therefore Jesus told them, “The right time for me has not yet come; for you any time is right. The world cannot hate you, but it hates me because I testify that what it does is evil. You go to the Feast. I am not yet going up to this Feast, because for me the right time has not yet come.” His kindness and gentleness is that he taught the ignorant the truth of time. The word which Jesus used for time is “kairos.”  He is referring to God the Father, God the Spirit and God the Son and of how they are involved at the moment and what they were doing. For the siblings of Jesus, it was time for the feast. Late Dr. Samuel Lee often used the illustration of a monkey which grabs hold of a banana in a jar. The animal cannot let go of the banana nor can it pull its hand out of the jar. The siblings of Jesus were like this animal and Jesus was speaking to them a heavenly language. We have no idea what the limit of his kindness or humility is. We just know that is kindness, justice and gentleness. We should join him. What is the world which Jesus refers to here? They are the people who are natural. Why can the world not hate Jesus’ brothers? They can’t because Jesus’ siblings joined the world. What does Jesus mean in verse 7? He means the world and its practice are evil. He means the siblings and what they do are evil. That is another aspect of Jesus speaking truth to his siblings in kindness and gentleness. His kindness meant leading them to repentance. Obviously, James listened to him at some point.   

What do you learn of Jesus in his attitude of waiting for the right time? The right time was God’s time, and for Jesus it was the time of his death. In this particular situation, the right time for Jesus was the time when he would invite those who wanted to kill him. We still have a question of why Jesus thought that it was not the right time for him to go to the Feast. We learn the answer in what he did. He will appear before the murderous audience and proclaim his glory. But for some reason no one would stop him. Thus, they will know that he is the Lord. He would reveal his glory that he laid down his life with his initiative to do away with their sin and to bring the new heavens and new earth to those who believe. He was not waiting for an opportune time. We should remember that he was waiting for “kairos.” We should be tuned to the right time ourselves. Is it possible? According to Romans, it is, by wholeheartedly listening to the word.  According to the teaching in this chapter, it is possible when we quench our thirst with Jesus. When we let ourselves be driven with our thirst, any time is right.

Look at verses 9 and 10. “Having said this, he stayed in Galilee. However, after his brothers had left for the Feast, he went also, not publicly, but in secret.”  What was happening at the Feast? Now at the Feast, the buzz word was Jesus. The Jews were watching for him and asking, “Where is that man?” Among the crowds there was widespread whispering about him. Some said, “He is a good man.”“ Others replied, “No, he deceives the people.” But no one would say anything publicly about him for fear of the Jews. When and where did Jesus make a public appearance in that anxious situation? Verse 14 says, “Not until halfway through the Feast did Jesus go up to the temple courts and begin to teach.”  What was the Jews’ response? Verse 15 says, “The Jews were amazed and asked, ‘How did this man get such learning without having studied?’” For some reason, they forgot their desire to kill Jesus. This is the reason we study the Bible. We are amazed whenever we listen to Jesus. That is also the reason why we study the Bible with others. The word of Jesus overrules the power of sin. But we need to learn more than the practice of symptomatic treatment of the power of sin in us or in others.
In verses 16-24, we learn from Jesus’ words what our next project is to learn and practice. First, we need to choose to do God’s will. Look at verses 16 and 17. Jesus answered the amazed Jews, “My teaching is not my own. It comes from him who sent me. If anyone chooses to do God’s will, he will find out whether my teaching comes from God or whether I speak on my own.” He urged those who were having a good time being amazed to do God’s will. How can a person do God’s will? He can when he verifies Jesus’ teaching is from God.
Jesus explains in verse 18 that verifying Jesus’ teaching is the same as knowing that he is a man of truth and his words are truth. How does Jesus reason that his teaching is truth? “He who speaks on his own does so to gain honor for himself, but he who works for the honor of the one who sent him is a man of truth; there is nothing false about him.”  Jesus’ teaching leads people to God and make God known to the listener. In fact, the truth of the Jews’ amazement was that they were exposed to the beautiful things and glorious things of God when he heard Jesus. To do God’s will is to let go of my ideas and listen to the gospel with all my mind, soul and strength. It is making myself all ears. It is offering our bodies as living sacrifices, the body which we want to preserve, feed and adorn. It is refusing to be conformed any longer to the pattern of this world, of the pattern we have inherited from our fathers, but be transformed by the renewing of our mind. Then we will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will (Ro 12:1-2).
Second, we should stop judging by mere appearances, and make a right judgment. Jesus pointed out that they did not keep the law. The law given them by Moses helped their discernment. That is why they recognized the beautiful things of God in Jesus’ teaching and became amazed. But they used the law as an instrument for their intelligence, worse than that, as a tool of entertainment. As a result, the law made them murderous rather than helping them to appreciate God and his glory which is given to them through Jesus and in his teaching. Look at verse 19. “Has not Moses given you the law? Yet not one of you keeps the law. Why are you trying to kill me?” How could that kind of tragedy happen? What went wrong with them? Look at verses 20-23. “You are demon-possessed,” the crowd answered. “Who is trying to kill you?” Jesus said to them, “I did one miracle, and you are all astonished. Yet, because Moses gave you circumcision (though actually it did not come from Moses, but from the patriarchs), you circumcise a child on the Sabbath. Now if a child can be circumcised on the Sabbath so that the law of Moses may not be broken, why are you angry with me for healing the whole man on the Sabbath?”  Didn’t God command that those who violate the Sabbath be stoned? He did. What is the point of Jesus’ reasoning in verses 21-23 regarding their anger against his healing work on the Sabbath? They listened to their murderous desire. The truth is that they violated the Sabbath law by circumcising a child when the date of circumcision was the Sabbath day. They were not angry with those who circumcised the child or with the child. Their murderous desire to kill Jesus proved that they did not keep the law, or listened to God, but was listening to their father, the Murderer and Liar from the beginning. That was the truth of their righteous anger. Jesus was exposing the sin in which they abode. He concluded in verse 24. “Stop judging by mere appearances, and make a right judgment.” The verb “judge” means “condemn”. The righteous judgment is the translation of the word “krisis” or God’s law. He means to stop condemning others and seek God. Some may ask at this point:  is Jesus teaching that the healing of a man is above the law? Is it right to disregard the law when the human need is served? The answer is in verse 24. “Stop judging by mere appearances, and make a right judgment.” Jesus went to the Feast of the Tabernacles to encourage them to seek God who is the Truth, the Way and the Life.

II.  If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink (25-53)

Look at verses 25-27. “At that point some of the people of Jerusalem began to ask, ‘Isn’t this the man they are trying to kill? Here he is, speaking publicly, and they are not saying a word to him. Have the authorities really concluded that he is the Christ? But we know where this man is from; when the Christ comes, no one will know where he is from.’” Why were some in Jerusalem surprised at this point?  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Of course, it was because the authorities couldn’t say a word to Jesus, not even to mention killing him. But in verse 27, we learn that their surprise was due to their unbelief of God. Outwardly, it was garbled as the conflict of their knowledge of Jesus with their theology of Christ. What Jesus says in the following verses are for people like them who struggle and are always challenged but never yield to the Bible, to listen to God.

What did Jesus cry out to them? Look at verses 28 and 29. “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, but he who sent me is true. You do not know him, but I know him because I am from him and he sent me.’”  The word “know” is repeated in verses 25-31. What did they know according to Jesus? They knew Jesus is from God. They did because Jesus spoke truth. Why did they end up only in struggle and never yielded to God? It was because they did not know God. The irony was that through the law they could discern Jesus’ words to be true and must be of God. They were given an opportunity to know God. But something inside them made them to deny their conviction and remain as prisoners of their hatred.
What strange thing happened then according to verses 30-31? “At this they tried to seize him, but no one laid a hand on him, because his time had not yet come. Still, many in the crowd put their faith in him. They said, ‘When the Christ comes, will he do more miraculous signs than this man?’” No one laid a hand on Jesus though everyone of them tried to kill him. That was the grace of Jesus for them. The moved hearts of some others were also a tender testimony of the merciful God our Lord Jesus showed to the rebellious. Now, the Pharisees and the chief priests sent guards to arrest him in order to take control of the work of God. Obviously, even the guards would become all ears. That was another testimony of the gracious God Jesus. To reveal such wonderful mercy, he appeared in the Feast and taught in the temple courts.
What did Jesus tell those who were confused because they resisted him and to those who were busy trying to control God’s work? Look at verses 33 and 34. “Jesus said, ‘I am with you for only a short time, and then I go to the one who sent me. You will look for me, but you will not find me; and where I am, you cannot come.’” We need to pay attention to his saying “where I am” in verse 34. He is inviting the busy-minded to I AM, where there is the Sabbath Rest. Their busy-mind was due to the rejection of God who is I AM. Their conflict with themselves, their noisy mind, their murderous inclination and evil behavior all had to do with the rejection of God. When God wasn’t there, sin was in charge. But the Jews only speculated. The Jews said to one another, “Where does this man intend to go that we cannot find him? Will he go where our people live scattered among the Greeks, and teach the Greeks? What did he mean when he said, ‘You will look for me, but you will not find me,’ and ‘Where I am, you cannot come’?”  Why couldn’t they understand him? They didn’t listen to him. Instead, they just spun their heads.
Finally 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. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.” The author added in verse 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.” What does it mean to be thirsty? It means to be in sin. In this case, it means to be angry for no reason. Jesus invited those who were angry with him. He promised the Spirit to those who would accept the message of the forgiveness of their sin according to the Scriptures. On the day when he would be crucified declaring that he takes away the sin of the world, those who listen to the Scriptures will receive the Spirit.
What happened because of Jesus’ words of invitation? Verses 40-44 tell us that people argued among themselves and were divided. No one believed. On hearing his words, some of the people said, “Surely this man is the Prophet.”“ Others said, “He is the Christ. Still others asked, “How can the Christ come from Galilee? Does not the Scripture say that the Christ will come from David’s family and from Bethlehem, the town where David lived?” Thus the people were divided because of Jesus. Some wanted to seize him, but no one laid a hand on him. Some believed and some rejected. But the bottom line was that nobody joined him. Look at verses 45 and 46. “Finally the temple guards went back to the chief priests and Pharisees, who asked them, ‘Why didn’t you bring him in?’ ‘No one ever spoke the way this man does,’ the guards declared.”  How did the Pharisees retort? “You mean he has deceived you also?” the Pharisees retorted. “Has any of the rulers or of the Pharisees believed in him? No! But this mob that knows nothing of the law-there is a curse on them.”  Obviously, the Pharisees could not deny Jesus. But they rejected Jesus because they did not want to deny themselves. One of them was Nicodemus who had gone to Jesus earlier in chapter 3. He asked, “Does our law condemn anyone without first hearing him to find out what he is doing?” But his reasonable suggestion was rejected. They replied, “Are you from Galilee, too? Look into it, and you will find that a prophet does not come out of Galilee.”  Verse 53 says, “Then each went to his own home.”  They would invent ways of doing evil in their home.
In verse 40, we learn in the unreasonable reaction of the people to Jesus’ invitation the reason of Jesus’ arrest and his eventual death on the cross. He died by the sin of those who refused to listen to him despite their conviction. He gave his life to take away their sin on himself. They who burned themselves with anger against him will be saved if they quench their thirst with him.
