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John 7:32-52

Jesus is in Jerusalem during the Feast of Tabernacles.  This is a time when Jews from all over the known world come to celebrate the grape and olive harvest, and to remember the care that Yahweh provided for His people in the wilderness.  During this feast, the people would make temporary structures out of branches to live in.  Although the religious authorities had threatened anyone who might talk about Jesus with punishment, He was still the topic of hushed conversation.  They considered several possibilities as to who He might be; including the Christ.

Our passage begins by noting that the Pharisees heard the whispering of the crowds as they discussed Jesus.  They could not stand the idea that someone might be garnering that much attention.  They already didn’t like Him and refused to accept the possibility that He might be the Christ, or at least a notable prophet; all this in spite of His miraculous works and His teaching that lined up exactly with the Old Testament law and prophets.

Having heard the people talking, they decided to act: They sent some officers or guard to arrest Him.  Notice they didn’t want to do the dirty work of apprehending Him themselves.  It becomes important later in this account who these officers sent to arrest Jesus were.  They were not Roman guards and they were not some thugs hired off the street; they were Levites.

Recall that the tribe of Levi were set aside by God clear back in the book of Exodus to be the special keepers of all things pertaining to God.  The priestly line came from the Levites through Aaron.  But all the Levites who were not descended from Aaron still had a great many responsibilities pertaining to the tabernacle, the sacrifices, and teaching the people.  Which means that the Levites knew the Law.  

Later in verses 45 and 46, we learn that the officers had found Jesus but didn’t carry out their orders to arrest Him.  Their reason was: “Never has a man spoken the way this man speaks.”  This shows us that some who were trained in the Law recognized that there was something special about Jesus and the things He said.  Indeed, Jesus’ words were special: they were the words of God.  While the Levites didn’t fully understand what was going on, at least they were able to discern that perhaps arresting Jesus was a bad idea.

In verse 33 and following, we learn a little of what the Levites heard.  Certainly, Jesus said a lot more than is recorded here, but the apostle John is giving us what we need.  Jesus speaks very cryptically.  But He is speaking to those who faithfully follow Him, including us.  These words make perfect sense when the Holy Spirit illumines them.  For those who were listening at the time, these words should have whet their appetite to know more about Jesus.  They were faced with a choice: accept Him or reject Him.  That is the same choice that faces us all today.

Jesus told them He would be with them for a little while longer.  Remember that this is about six months away from the Passover; the Passover in which Jesus would become the sacrificial lamb.  Jesus says that he will go to “Him who sent Me”.  Earlier in the week of the Feast, Jesus had tried to make it plain that He has come from God.  That is who He is going back to.  From our perspective on this side of the cross, we know that is exactly what Jesus did and that is where He is now.


Finally Jesus tells them: “You will seek Me, and will not find Me; and where I am, you cannot come.”  On the surface, Jesus is speaking of His death and ascension.  Being as His audience are alive, they won’t be able to come to heaven where all those who die in faith will be.  

But there is a deeper and much more ominous message in Jesus’ words.  The ones who ask all the questions about where He is going and what He means by what He says are the Jews.  Usually ‘the Jews’ means the religious authorities.  They claim to be seeking the Messiah.  Jesus is the Messiah, but they have rejected Him.  So, they seek Him but won’t find Him because they have rejected Him.  Also, as we know, the tomb will be empty three days after Jesus’ death.  They will wonder where His body is, but won’t be able to find it.

Even worse, because they have rejected Jesus, they will not be able to come to where He is.  In other words, they won’t be able to come to heaven.  Because of their unbelief, they have no chance at salvation; they will not be able to come to where Jesus is.

Check your own heart; make sure you know that your salvation rests entirely on faith in Jesus.  Hebrews 11: 6 tells us:  And without faith it is impossible to please [God], for he who comes to God must believe that He is and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him.  Now, the context of this passage shows that the faith is not just some abstract faith in general.  It is faith in Jesus Christ, whom God has sent, and who is Himself God.  This is why those who do wonderful good works without faith in Christ, are still unacceptable to God.  

Again, do some self-examination.  Make sure you are trusting in Christ exclusively for eternal life.  And don’t be afraid to pray the prayer of the father whose son was demon possessed: “I do believe; help my unbelief!”  (Mk 9:24)  God understands that our faith is small and fragile; but He is pleased to provide good things to His children when we ask.

By the time of Jesus, a tradition had developed during the Feast of Tabernacles.  The priest would go to the pool of Siloam and get a jar full of water.  There would be a procession to the altar and this water, along with some wine, would be poured out at the altar.  It was a remembrance of God providing water from the rock while the Israelites were in the wilderness.  But there was also the idea of the Holy Spirit being represented by the water, although they didn’t have it tied in with the idea of the Messiah.

So, Jesus used this theme on the last day of the feast.  “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink.  He who believes in Me, as the Scripture said, ‘From His innermost being will flow rivers of living water.”  John then makes the comment that Jesus was referring to the Holy Spirit, not regular water.  Jesus’ words ought to remind us of His conversation with the Samaritan woman at the well.  He promised her water, such that she would never thirst again.  Also a metaphor for the Holy Spirit.

Jesus mentions Scripture to back up what He says.  The prophet Isaiah mentions this theme at least three times.  The reference is a land and people who are spiritually dry and desperately need the Holy Spirit to quench their thirst for God and holiness and truth.  In both Exodus 17 and Numbers 20, Yahweh, through His servant Moses, brought water out of solid rock.  This was natural water to satisfy the people’s natural thirst.

But the apostle Paul later explains in 1 Corinthians 10:4, “All drank the same spiritual drink, for they were drinking from a spiritual rock which followed them; and the rock was Christ.”  While the Israelites drank water from the rock in the desert, Jesus is the spiritual rock from whom they may receive the Holy Spirit.
Jesus makes an incredible offer: Believe in Him and from your inmost being will flow rivers of living water.  As John tells us, Jesus is speaking of the Holy Spirit.  Those of us who accept Jesus as our Lord and Saviour receive the gift of the indwelling Holy Spirit.  Being as the Holy Spirit is infinite, rivers of living water can flow back out of us.  By this never-ending river we can do good works, we can live lives as servants pleasing to God, we can share the living water with others in the form of the Gospel, and we will be provided whatever we need.  We may not get what we want; but we will get what we need.

In verse 39, John comments that Jesus was using water as a metaphor for the Holy Spirit.  At the time Jesus was speaking, no one had received the indwelling Holy Spirit.  The reason was that Jesus was not yet glorified.  John knew at the time he wrote what we know now.  Jesus was glorified when He hung on that cross in perfect obedience to His Father and in perfect love for us.  In that action, He defeated all the enemies of mankind.  Jesus was further glorified when He was resurrected in a glorified body and again when He ascended to the Father where He currently resides in great glory.

Now that Jesus has been glorified, we can receive the Holy Spirit, who will live within us for the rest of our lives.  We receive that gift when we accept Jesus as our Lord and Saviour.

As always, Jesus caused division among the crowd.  Some thought He was the prophet predicted by Moses in Deuteronomy 18:15.  Others thought He might be the Christ.  At the time, people didn’t understand that the prophet like Moses and the Christ were the same person.  Likewise, they missed that the majestic warrior Messiah they waited for was also the Suffering Servant.  

Others couldn’t fathom Him being the Christ because they knew that Scripture did call for the Christ to come from Bethlehem.  Unfortunately, they didn’t bother to check and see where He was actually from; that might have clued them in to His true identity.  

Of course, there were some who wanted to lay hands on Him, but they couldn’t.  God does not let the universe roll on by itself.  He is very active in His creation.  There is a form of religion that is called Deism.  It claims that God exists and that He made all things, but then He just backed off to see what would happen.  That is a false religion; don’t be taken in by that idea.  God is very much involved with His world and especially with His children.  Scripture shows that again and again.

Well, we come back to the point where the Levite guards come back to the Pharisees and chief priests empty handed.  When questioned, the Levites responded, “Never has a man spoken the way this man speaks.”  Rather than listen to these men who have been trained in the law and see what it was they meant, the Pharisees immediately berated them.

They accused the Levite guards of being duped while they themselves had not been fooled by this Galilean carpenter.  Irony often comes up in John, and here is the irony of the ones claiming wisdom in not being fooled, when it is what they believe to be wisdom that has them fooled.  Their arrogance is palpable: Surely if the Pharisees don’t believe, then nobody else should either.

Next they unwittingly convict themselves of gross negligence in their positions as the teachers of Israel.  They say: “But this crowd which does not know the Law is accursed.”  They are saying that the whole of Israel doesn’t know the law and are accursed because of it.  But it is the job of the priests and Pharisees to teach the law to the people.  If the people don’t know, it’s because they haven’t been taught.  Small wonder we read about Jesus: Seeing the people, He felt compassion for them, because they were distressed and dispirited like sheep without a shepherd.  (Matt 9:36)

Well, Nicodemus shows up again.  He is a member of the Sanhedrin, the religious court of Israel, made up of scribes, priests, and Pharisees.  It is among the Sanhedrin that all this discussion is taking place.  
Sort of as an aside, most of you know of a TV series called The Chosen.  It is supposed to depict the life of Christ.  I have seen it.  While it is very interesting, if you don’t see it, don’t worry about it.  I highly recommend not seeing it unless you know the four Gospel accounts in the Bible very well.  They take a lot of artistic license.  

Here is one example: In the show, at this point, Nicodemus comes bursting into the Sanhedrin council, almost as a hero trying to save the day.  As we can see in the Biblical account, that is not the case.  Perhaps he is encouraged by the Levites, but he does speak up; only timidly.  However, he only brings up that a fair trial should be held for anyone before they are condemned.  He is quickly shut down.  The rest of the council suggests that he might simply have loyalties because he is from Galilee.  

Now I don’t think that Nicodemus is from Galilee, but they are making an accusation out of thin air in order to shut him up.  It worked.  That is a frequently used tactic of satan.  Do your best to stand your ground for Christ.  You don’t even have to correct what they accuse you of; just stand your ground for Jesus.  

Next, they accuse Nicodemus, who is a Pharisee and who has spent his life studying the Bible, of not knowing Scripture.  They say, “No prophet arises out of Galilee.”  Once again, they assume that Jesus is originally from Nazarath in Galilee.  If they had followed Nicodemus’ suggestion, they might have gotten that straightened out.  By the way: The prophets Jonah and Nahum are both from Galilee.

A few lessons here: The Levite guard and Nicodemus were kowtowed by the Sanhedrin using false accusations.  The Sanhedrin depended heavily on their authority.  Satan will often use this to try to shut you down.  Remember that you don’t have to defend yourself against an accusation; this will just throw you off track.  Stand fast for Jesus.

We see that Jesus caused division.  That hasn’t changed.  As the apostle Paul tells us in 2 Corinthians 2:15-16, “For we are a fragrance of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing; to the one an aroma from death to death, to the other an aroma from life to life.”  Some people will turn to Jesus for salvation and they will bring glory to God by demonstrating His great mercy.  Others will reject the Gospel of Christ, and they will glorify God by demonstrating His absolute justice.

Make sure you are an aroma from life to life; glorify God by turning to Him through Jesus.  Keep arrogance far from you; keep Christ close.  Stand for Him, no matter what.  Blessed is a man who perseveres under trial; for once he has been approved, he will receive the crown of life which the Lord has promised to those who love Him.  (Jms 1:2)


Prayer

Merciful God, please help us to stand firm in Christ Jesus.  It is a common tactic of satan to make false accusation; to drown out any who speak the truth; to try to dominate with false authority.  Stand with us that we may stand against these things; and may our stand bring glory to Christ, even if it brings us shame.

Thank You for Your word because Your word is truth.  You reveal the mistakes made by others, not so that we might feel superior to them, but so that we don’t make the same mistakes.  Also, Lord, give us compassion to pray for those who do not know You, that the Kingdom of Christ may be increased to the glory of our Lord.

Thank You, Lord Jesus, for the eternal rivers of spiritual waters that flow from us when we are in You.  May those abundant waters be used for good works and spreading the Gospel.  You are glorious Lord and we praise You.

We pray these things in Jesus’ name
Amen
