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John 7:37-39  “Thirsting for What’s Missing in Life” 

 

Intro. As we begin our examination of this Scripture passage, I would like to give you some 

background. Hundreds of thousands of people were in Jerusalem for one of the annual feast 

celebrations. This was the Feast of Tabernacles, which probably had greater attendance than the 

Passover! This feast was an annual reminder of the years Israel wandered in the wilderness after 

they left Egypt. One of the daily ceremonies that took place during this feast was a procession of 

white-robed priests who would go down from the temple to the spring-fed pool of Siloam to draw 

water. Then, they would ascend to the temple and pour water out through a funnel that led to the 

base of the altar of burnt offering. Steam would ascend heavenward. Then they would say the 

words of the prophet, “Therefore with joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation” (Isaiah 

12:3). This ceremony was repeated on the eighth day of the feast
1
, except that the pitcher contained 

no water, a reminder that the prophecies had not been fulfilled. Salvation through the Messiah had 

been promised, but not fully realized. 

 Perhaps it was after the empty pitcher ceremony that Jesus stood up and pointed to the 

priests with their empty vessels and cried out with a loud voice the words found in v.37, “If anyone 

thirsts, let him come to Me and drink.” Furthermore, these words were fitting for the meaning of 

the feast. Often the Israelites were thirsting for water in the desert, and at times God would provide 

water from a rock. As we shall see, Christ offers a different kind of water to the crowd that was 

suffering from a different kind of thirst. The religion of Judaism was spiritually dry. The longings 

of many hearts remained unsatisfied. So Jesus stood before the crowd and proclaimed that He had 

come to offer the long-promised salvation. 

 Now I want to point out several thoughts from this Scripture passage. First of all, Jesus 

clearly implies: 

 

I. THERE IS A GREAT NEED IN OUR SOULS 

 

 In v.37 Christ says, “If anyone thirsts….” As we see from vv.38-39, He was not speaking of 

physical thirst, but a thirst in one’s soul. He is using an analogy here. To understand the analogy, 

you need to answer the question, “What is thirst?” Thirst is simply the sensation you get when your 

body is lacking enough water. Thirst is designed by God to motivate us to drink the water that we 

absolutely need. After all, a human body is typically 60-70% water. If you want to be healthy drink 

plenty of water, especially when you’re thirsty! Your body is telling you something. 

 Likewise, God gave us hunger that we will be motivated to eat food. He gave us pain that 

we might avoid further injury, or that we might go to the doctor and seek healing. 

 Even so, we discover that we are thirsty in our souls because our souls are lacking 

something. What are you lacking this morning? Do you recognize the thirst of your soul? Christ is 

suggesting that at least some would be conscious of a thirst in their soul. 

 What our soul needs first and foremost is God. The Psalmist said, “As the deer pants for the 

                                                 
1
 The last day of the feast was the greatest of all. According to Jewish tradition, the eighth day was observed as a holy 

convocation, which marked the conclusion, not only of the Feast of Tabernacles, but of the whole cycle of the festal 

year. 



water brooks, So pants my soul for You, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God…” 

(42:1-2).
2
 You also need forgiveness and peace with God. You will have a restless, uneasy feeling 

in your soul until you know your sins are forgiven and that you are right with God. Are you 

thirsting for peace with God? You see, before God can bless you with refreshing water and so many 

other blessings, you must first sense your need. That thirst is a blessing from God, though it 

produces an unpleasant feeling. The Spirit of God is using that thirst to make you aware of your 

need. 

 Many people recognize that something is missing but they try to fill the thirst of their souls 

with things that really do not satisfy. Many try to satisfy their thirst by seeking the things of the 

world like worldly pleasure, money, fame, and self-indulgence. And if they obtain what they are 

longing for, nothing seems to bring satisfaction for very long, and the search goes on. Ecclesiastes 

5:10 says, “He who loves silver will not be satisfied with silver.…” What Jesus said to the woman 

at the well (4:13) bears repeating here, “Everyone who drinks of this water shall thirst again.” A 

person can get drunk or get high on drugs and like the feeling that the drug gives but it doesn’t last 

long, and you will wake up feeling worse, especially if you did something stupid while you were 

high. Drugs typically leave you craving for something stronger. A one-night stand may feel good 

for a short while but afterwards it will leave you with a bitter taste or bitter results. 

 Friend, don’t try to satisfy your spiritual thirst with the things of this world. You need to 

recognize that your thirst is spiritual and only God can satisfy that thirst of your soul. So if you 

come to the point in your life where you long for God and His righteousness more than anything, I 

have good news. Jesus said in Mt. 5:6, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after 

righteousness, for they shall be filled.” If you’re thirsty for less of self and more of God, if you’re 

thirsty for less of sin and more of holiness, if you’re thirsty for less of self-effort and more of what 

God can do, then you are at the starting point of blessing from God. You’ll never have more of Him 

than you desire.  

 I hope that some in my audience are aware of your thirst. Are you thirsty for God? Are you 

thirsty for peace? If you are willing to acknowledge the thirst of your soul, then I trust that you are 

ready to hear: 

 

II. CHRIST GIVES A GREAT INVITATION 

 

 If you sense a thirst in your soul, if you sense a need for something else, then Jesus has an 

offer, an invitation for you. This should be music to your ears. He says in v.37, “If anyone thirsts, 

let him come to Me and drink.” Likewise, He said in Revelation 21:6, “…I will give of the fountain 

of the water of life freely to him who thirsts.”  

 Now let’s see how we accept His invitation to satisfy the thirst of our souls. First of all, you 

must: 

 

 A. Approach Christ - Christ says in v.37 that first you must “Come to Me.” In other words, 

you must go to the right source. Who is this that offers to satisfy your soul’s thirst? Who is this that 

claims that He can, not only give enough water to wet your mouth, but to give us a gushing stream 

flowing from within? Who is this that claims to meet every aspiration and spiritual want? Surely no 

mere man could make such a claim. Only the Son of God can make such a claim.  

                                                 
2
 Psalms 63 is a Psalm of David when he was in the wilderness of Judah. V.1 of that Psalm says, “O God, You are my 

God; early will I seek You; My soul thirsts for You; My flesh longs for You In a dry and thirsty land where there is no 

water.” Psalm 143:6 says, “I spread out my hands to You; My soul longs for You like a thirsty land. Selah”  



 Can Jesus satisfy the longing of your soul? Yes indeed, and from that day when He stood in 

the Temple and cried these words, down to this day, there have been, and there are, millions who 

can say, “We have drawn water from this fountain of salvation, and it has never failed us. We are 

no long discontent and restless, but satisfied and at peace.” Christ’s audacious presentation of 

Himself to the world as adequate to fill all its needs, and satisfy all its thirst, has been verified by 

almost 2,000 years of experience.  

 The only way you can find lasting satisfaction for your souls is to go to the right source, 

Jesus Christ. He says, “Come to Me….” So the first requirement is not to come to the Lord’s Table, 

or come to the waters of baptism, or come to the priest or preacher, or come and join the church; 

but come to Christ Himself, and to none other. He’s our source; He’s our life; He’s the one to 

whom we come. 

 But how do we come to Christ? On that day anyone could have walked up to Christ in 

person. But now, He is not here in the flesh. How do we come to Christ? First of all, you must 

move away from where you are. You must consciously move away from sin and self, and move 

toward Christ. You cannot be saved apart from repentance of sin. Then, you must come to Him 

with your heart open to Him, recognizing Him as the only source of salvation and lasting 

satisfaction. You must seek Him in prayer and by faith. And even though Christ is on the throne in 

heaven, you can approach Him. And remember what Christ said back in 6:37, “…the one who 

comes to Me I will by no means cast out.” That emptiness in your soul can only be filled by Christ. 

That thirst of your soul can only be satisfied by Christ. The guilt of your soul can only be forgiven 

by Christ. And so Christ says, “Come to Me.” 

 Now not only must you approach Christ, but you must also: 

 

 B. Appropriate What Christ Offers – He says in the last of v.37, “let him come to Me and 

drink.” Here Jesus continues the illustration and says that you must not only come to Him, but also 

drink what He has to offer. Actually, the words “let him… drink” is a command in the original 

language. You must “drink” what Christ has to offer or you will surely remain thirsty. So it is not 

enough to approach Christ. You must receive what He has to offer.  

 We see an illustration of this truth in the story of the Passover lamb. You see, the blood of 

the slain lamb availed the Israelite household nothing, unless the blood was applied to the door. So 

you will indeed remain thirsty in your soul unless you drink, or receive what Christ offers to you.  

 So what is it that He offers? What is it that you are to drink? In light of v.39 we know that 

Christ offers the Holy Spirit to all who trust in Him as Savior. He is the source of spiritual life, 

satisfaction, refreshment, strength and guidance. We will learn more of this blessing a little later.  

 So how do we receive the Holy Spirit? Jesus says in v.38, “He who believes in Me, as the 

Scripture has said, out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.” The verse tells us how to 

appropriate Christ: it is by believing in Him. Believe in Christ, for the blessing is to be obtained, 

not by striving and self-effort, but by belief in the Lord Jesus. And once you believe that Jesus can 

& will give you this water, you simply ask for that water. Jesus said in Matthew 7:8, “For everyone 

who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened.” Likewise, 

Romans 10:13 says, “whoever calls on the name of the LORD shall be saved.” If you have never 

been saved, then I want to invite you to receive Christ into your heart by faith in Him. And if you 

are saved, then I invite you to be filled with the Spirit, who is already indwelling your life. 

 Finally, why should you come to Christ, believe in Him, and receive what He alone can 

give? Well, He not only points out our great need, and gives a great invitation, but He also gives in 

our text: 



 

III. CHRIST GIVES A GREAT PROMISE 

 

 In the last of v.38 Christ promises that once we come to Christ by faith and drink, we shall 

not merely have our thirst satisfied. He promises that we shall possess a river of living water. That 

is not just a glass of water. That is not even just a well of water. His gift is likened unto a great, 

ever flowing stream of “living water!” Living water refers to a spring of water that continually 

gushes forth from the earth.  

 How fitting that analogy was for the occasion! At the Feast of Tabernacles the Jews would 

have been reminded of the gushing stream of water that God provided from the rock. Jesus is 

alluding to that stream. So here we see that Jesus does not only offer life; He offers life abundantly. 

He said in Jn. 10:10, “I am come that you might have life, and have it more abundantly.” Does your 

life overflow with satisfaction, joy and strength?  

 Now I want to make several observations about this promise. First of all: 

 

 A. He Promises the Holy Spirit - In v.39 John explains that this water was actually a 

reference to the Holy Spirit. Through the scripture, water is used as a symbol of the refreshing and 

renewal that comes when God pours out His Spirit on His people. For example, in Isa. 44:3 God 

predicted, “For I will pour water on him who is thirsty, and floods on the dry ground; I will pour 

My Spirit on your descendants, and My blessing on your offspring.” You see, in the Old Testament 

period, the Holy Spirit would only come upon a few for a special purpose and for a limited period 

of time. But with the coming of the Messiah He promises that within every believer the Holy Spirit 

would remain, and from within provide an ongoing source of life, satisfaction, and spiritual power. 

The Holy Spirit produces fruit in our lives, including love, joy and peace that can overflow 

abundantly. And as John comments in v.39, the Holy Spirit is now fully available to every believer. 

He says, “If anyone thirsts….” Furthermore, I believe Jesus had in mind the promise of the filling 

of the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 5:18). He wants us to have a life that is not monotonous, but 

momentous; not dull, but dynamic. 

 In the last of v.39 we see when the Holy Spirit would be available to indwell every believer. 

It would only take place after Jesus ascended to heaven and was glorified. Sure enough, on the Day 

of Pentecost the Holy Spirit came and filled every believer! (Acts 2).  

 So instead of living out of your own resources, you can now live through the resources of 

the Holy Spirit. Let me ask you. Is there any evidence that you have indeed received the Holy Spirit 

into your life? Have you experienced His fruit, His power, and the satisfaction of soul that only He 

can give? Furthermore, have you been filled with the Holy Spirit?  

 

 B. The Holy Spirit Lives Within - Literally Jesus says that this river of living water shall 

flow out of the belly (koilia) of the believer. But here the meaning of the word is probably “the 

innermost part of a man, the soul, the heart.” The main point is that Christ works from within the 

believer. God works from the inside out. The Bible says you are spiritually born again. Then the 

Holy Spirit indwells the believers. Once He changes the inner man, He will change the outer man. 

 

 C. The Spirit Works Through Us to Others – Jesus could have compared the Holy Spirit to a 

well of water, but instead He compared the Holy Spirit to a stream or river that constantly flows out 

to others. So that pictures the fact that this river of water that Christ gives is not simply given to 

provide perpetual satisfaction of our own thirst. The remarkable thing is that it is to flow out of us 



in blessing to others. Everywhere a river flows, there is life, refreshment, and renewal to all 

downstream. Even so, this river of spiritual blessing should flow from you to your neighbor, to 

your fellow worker, and to those in your family. This river of water should make us active, fervent, 

generous, and abounding unto every good work. Once you have received the water of life, you 

should offer it to others.
3
 The blessed one becomes a channel of abundant blessings to others. 

Everywhere that water goes, it should touch and change lives. The believer should not be like a 

sponge, taking in but not giving out, but like a spring, ever fresh and giving forth. Even at this 

moment the Holy Spirit is flowing from me to you, seeking to convict sinners of sin and of their 

need for Christ. The Spirit is speaking through me that believers would not be content with merely 

being indwelt by the Spirit, but that all seek the filling of the Spirit! 

 Has the Promise of Jesus been fulfilled in you? Have God’s love, joy, and peace flooded 

your soul? Does the life of Christ abundantly flow through you to others? Too many Christians fall 

short of the full life God wants you to have. 

 I must point out a lesson for Christian service that I see here and it is this: before we can go 

out and be a blessing for Christ, we must first come to Christ. The apostles came to Christ for the 

bread before they distributed to the hungry multitude. And so the secret of effective Christian 

service is two-fold. First, you must be saved. Salvation proceeds service. You do not serve Christ in 

order to receive salvation; you receive salvation in order that you might serve Christ. Secondly, you 

should come to Christ daily, and drink of His water. You should be filled with the Holy Spirit. 

Then, you can serve Christ without drudgery and great effort. Instead, His blessing will just 

overflow to others. I am a blessing as a preacher to the degree that I am filled with the Holy Spirit. 

Our teachers, deacons and singers are a blessing to the degree that they minister through the Holy 

Spirit. As you minister to others by the presence and power of the Holy Spirit, you can be a great 

blessing to others. 

 

Conclusion: There was a rancher in the British Columbia, Canada. Outwardly things were going 

well, yet inside there was a deep spiritual hunger for God. He and his family went through the 

rituals of church attendance but it was not satisfying. He had heard the same old phrases, the usual 

clichés, and the pat platitudes. Again and again he said to his wife Phyllis, “I’m so fed up with the 

church and its chaff. I’ll never darken the door again.” It all seemed so empty, so hollow, so 

hopeless. Then one Sunday, when an unusual winter storm had them blocked in with blinding 

blizzards, he turned on the radio. The voice he heard was a Methodist minister from Washington 

State. Immediately all his senses were alerted. He spoke of spiritual issues in simple parables, just 

like Christ did, and in a manner he could quickly understand. It was a turning point in his walk with 

God. Nothing, absolutely nothing on the ranch could keep him from turning to that one-hour 

broadcast. He & the minister began to correspond. Eventually the minister came all the way out to 

visit him on the ranch. That young man of thirty, who was touched by a radio broadcast and then 

led into deep faith you may know as W. Phillip Keller, author of some 25 books, including the 

well-known, A Shepherd Looks At the Twenty Third Psalm.  

 What about you today? Just your presence this morning is a step in the right direction. You 

recognize the thirst of your soul. But that is not enough. You have heard and read the great promise 

that Christ made. Have you come to Christ, put your faith in Him, and received the living water that 

Christ provides? If not, trust in Christ today. Receive the Holy Spirit. Do it today! 
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 Waters flowing forth from Zion (or from its citizens) as a blessing to others is expressed in several passages: Prov. 

11:25; 18:4; Ezek. 47:1-12; Zech. 8:14 [Hendriksen]. 



Sources: Notes from author’s sermon tapes of 3/3/91 & 9/29/02; Dr. Stan Coffey (notes from his sermon on this text 

entitled, The Great Adventure - Living The Spirit-Filled Life); William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: John 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1955); Herschel H. Hobbs John: A Study Guide Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1965); J. Vernon McGee, Thru The Bible, Vol. 4 (Pasadena: Thru The Bible Radio, 1982); Alexander 

Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture, Vol. 10 (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1977 reprint); Larry Pierce, 

Online Bible [Ver. 4:23] (Ontario: onlinebible.net, 2012); Arthur W. Pink, Exposition of the Gospel of John (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1975); Charles H. Spurgeon, 12 Sermons on the Holy Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 

1973 reprint, 104-115); Merrill C. Tenney, John: The Gospel of Belief (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1948). Unless 

otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are from The New King James Version (Nashville: Thomas Nelson 

Publishers, 1982). 

 

ABOUT THESE SERMON NOTES 

  

 © Dr. Stephen Felker. These notes may be used and even shared for personal study or ministry, but not for 

commercial purposes. The author credits the sources listed above and footnotes for much of the content. Since Dr. 

Felker’s sermons are generally preached without notes, the “live” recording of this sermon will be more completely in 

the author’s own words. To obtain an audio recording of this message, you may listen free at 

www.sermonaudio.com/pastorFelker. Dr. Felker’s email address is S+Felker&2@aol.com (remove signs).  

 
 

http://www.sermonaudio.com/pastorFelker
mailto:S+Felker&2@aol.com

