
John 7:32-52  

Today we meet Jesus at the Festival of Tabernacles or Booths. That was a festival 

observed in autumn at the end of the agricultural season and it reminded people of the 

time God’s people spent in the wilderness. 40 years during which they lived in tents and 

God provided for them. The festival then was a reminder to the hard-working farmers that 

all good things come from God and not from our own hand. The blessing of the harvest is 

a gift of God. 

During the festival everyone lived in tents for 7 days. There were two important aspects 

of the celebrations. First one was light. There was a lot of light, powerful light, to remind 

folk of the pillar of fire that God provided to guide his people in the wilderness by night. 

Jesus will use this imagery in the next chapter to explain that he is the light of the world.  

The other aspect to the festivities is water. On the first day of the Festival the priests went 

to the Pool of Siloam, a bubbly source of water in Jerusalem, to draw water from there. It 

was a powerful reminder that when God’s people in the desert were thirsty, God provided 

water. Moses struck a rock and a stream of water gushed out of it. This image Jesus uses 

in our reading today to say: ‘Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and drink. Whoever 

believes in me, as Scripture has said, rivers of living water will flow from within him.’ 

What exactly did Jesus mean? There are two potential answers to this question, both 

equally valid and both, I’d say, equally true. The thing to remember is that Koine Greek 

in which the New Testament was written didn’t use punctuation and therefore we are not 

sure where one sentence ends and the other begins or sometimes who or what is meant by 

a particular turn of phrase.  

It could be that Jesus meant that the rivers of living water will flow from either Jesus 

himself or the one believing in him. Let’s look at both of the versions in turn and their 

implications. 

Living water is what we now call running water. It’s the water that’s flowing and 

constantly renewing. It’s fresh and drinkable. This was of course crucial for those living 

in the desert and arid areas of Palestine.  

It still is crucial for us as we drink water and don’t want it to be stale but we also use it to 

create electricity through wave and tidal turbines. There are so many of them around here 

in Orkney that we cannot not see the importance and power of water or fail to appreciate 

it.  

If Jesus then is the living water, he’s indispensable for life. He’s necessary for survival 

and in order to thrive. We can’t do without him. He’s the powerhouse of our lives. 

But we all know that receiving the living water of Jesus does not mean we are to keep it 

to ourselves. We know we are to pass it on. We know in fact that if we overflow with 



Jesus’ water of life, we will necessarily overflow into the world around us. So the water 

of life will flow from us as those believing in him.  

If we try and keep it to ourselves, that water can become stagnant and undrinkable. To 

illustrate it, I’d like to now read a Jewish Story: Stale Ancestors -- Stale Learning (from 

A Treasury of Jewish Folklore: Stories, Traditions, Legends, Humor, Wisdom and Folk 

Songs of the Jewish People, Edited by Nathan Ausubel) as found in Brian Stoffregen’s 

exegetical notes. It’s close to my heart not just for the content of it but as the key 

character comes from Ostrowce in southern Poland 

‘Usually the orthodox rabbis of Europe boasted distinguished rabbinical genealogies, but 

Rabbi Yechiel of Ostrowce was an exception. He was the son of a simple baker and he 

inherited some of the forthright qualities of a man of the people. 

Once, when a number of rabbis had gathered at some festivity, each began to boast of his 

eminent rabbinical ancestors. When Rabbi Yechiel's turn came, he replied gravely, "In 

my family, I'm the first eminent ancestor." 

His colleagues were shocked by this piece of impudence, but said nothing. Immediately 

after, the rabbis began to expound Torah. Each one was asked to hold forth on a text 

culled from the sayings of one of his distinguished rabbinical ancestors. 

One after another the rabbis delivered their learned dissertations. At last it came time for 

Rabbi Yechiel to say something. He arose and said, "My masters, my father was a baker. 

He taught me that only fresh bread was appetizing and that I must avoid the stale. This 

can also apply to learning." 

And with that Rabbi Yechiel sat down.’
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Living water and fresh bread bring life while stale water and bread don’t.  

That truth is all the more poignant as it comes out of a scene where we have Jesus in the 

temple on one hand and the Pharisees and chief priests on the other. Jesus keeps on 

teaching the truths of God. The Pharisees though seem to have sunk low. They ran out of 

arguments and instead they try to ridicule Jesus, temple guards who failed to arrest him 

and Nicodemus who is one of them. Instead of taking part in a grown-up debate, they 

mock Jesus’ background – Galilee seems to have been a rather unpopular place in the 

eyes of those from Jerusalem. We know the same enmity and prejudice between 

Edinburgh and Glasgow, Highlands and Islands and central belt or Mainland of Orkney 

and the islands. The very fact that one comes from one rather than the other marks them 

as different, inferior.  

This passage is also like an alarm clock ringing at the crack of dawn. It highlights the 

urgency of sharing the water of life with the world now. In the text Jesus narrowly avoids 
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being arrested. The enmity towards him heightens and we know what awaits – the cross. 

He’s got only a limited time to act. But so do we. We never know how much time we’ve 

got; we don’t know how much time those around us have either.  

A Polish Catholic priest, Father Jan Twardowski, wrote many beautiful poems and one 

entitled ‘Let’s hurry’ is maybe best known among them. It ends with the following 

paragraph: 

‘Let us love people now they leave us so fast 

And the ones who don't leave won't always return 

And you never know while speaking of love 

If the first one is last or the last one first.’
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I pray that we all quench our thirst on the life-giving water of Jesus and then let it flow 

freely from us to the suffering world around. Amen.  

                                                 
2
 https://ateneit.wordpress.com/tag/spieszmy-sie-kochac-ludzi-tak-szybko-odchodza-po-angielsku/.  

https://ateneit.wordpress.com/tag/spieszmy-sie-kochac-ludzi-tak-szybko-odchodza-po-angielsku/

