Sermon for Mid-Week Lenten Service, Week 4

The Text: John 19:28-30

“I Thirst”

Can you recall a time when you were desperately thirsty and unable to quench your thirst? We see our right to healthy and plentiful drinking water as one of the most basic of human rights. 80% of disease in the Third World could be cured if people there had access to clean water. 

“I thirst” is the shortest of our Saviour’s seven words from the cross, and it is the most thoroughly human. When Jesus had experienced thirst previously, He asked an adulterous foreign woman for a drink. Often when our Lord wished to bestow a favour on someone, He first sought a favour. Instead of reproaching that much-married Samaritan woman, Jesus asked her to give Him something to drink. Our Lord wanted her to see that He is as necessary for our spiritual health as water is for our physical health. Only Jesus can satisfy the thirst of our spirits for permanent fellowship and communion with God. Jesus promises, “Those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life (John 4:14).”

Behind the restlessness and discontent of our times, there is a thirst for something that is large enough to permanently satisfy the deepest needs of the human heart. There’s a God-shaped vacuum in our heart that only God can fill. Psalm 42 expresses this longing: “As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for You, O God. My soul thirsts for God.” And Jesus says, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, God will satisfy their hunger and thirst.” We thirst for wholeness and peace. The Bible promises us in Isaiah 26:3 that perfect peace can only be found by keeping our minds focussed on God. 

We thirst for unconditional love, for acceptance and understanding. We thirst for healing of our wounds and our heartaches. But only the One who cried from the cross “I thirst”, can meet these needs. Jesus identified with all our deepest needs. He was hungry for many days in the wilderness. He needed human company at the most critical moments of His life. He suffered from tiredness and exhaustion, and wept at the death of His friend Lazarus. When Jesus was first nailed to the cross, He refused a drink of wine mixed with myrrh, a primitive kind of pain-killer. He wanted to be fully conscious of what was going on around Him, so He could save one of the thieves and help His mother. But now His thirst is unbearable.

In this plea, Jesus is closest to us. He is revealed as one with us, as one of us. This plea is something a child, in need of a drink in the middle of the night, can understand. Jesus became one with us in every way, so He can make us one with Him. There’s nothing shameful about being in need. We care for ourselves so that we can care for others. This is the only one of the seven words from the cross referring to physical pain. It’s comforting to know that Jesus suffered with us as well as for us. When we suffer today, Jesus remembers what suffering was like, for after all, He experienced it first-hand. That’s why He is proud to call us His sisters and brothers.

On the road to Damascus, St. Paul learned that wherever Christians suffer and are persecuted, Jesus suffers with them. After that, he couldn’t look another suffering Christian in the face without seeing Jesus there. Suffering for us didn’t come easily for our Lord. The New Testament tells us He learned obedience to God’s will through the school of suffering. Nothing human is foreign to Him. Jesus suffered betrayal by two of His closest companions. He was subject to an unjust legal process and died as a young person. Our Christian understanding of death is shaped by Someone who died young. Today we meet the thirst of Christ in those who are thirsty around us. Jesus said, “I was thirsty and you gave Me to drink … Inasmuch as you have done it to one of the least of My brothers or sisters, you’ve done it unto Me (Matthew 25:35, 40).” 

On the cross, Jesus speaks on behalf of every thirsty person, and gives voice to their need. As the soldiers met Christ’s need for water, so our Saviour now uses us to meet each other’s needs. “For truly I tell you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear the name of Christ, will by no means lose the reward.” What an encouragement that is!

The cost of our sins has been PAID IN FULL. Having won salvation for us, Jesus now thirsts for our hearts and minds. Jesus thirsts every day for our company. Our Lord longs to be with us every day of our lives. The Bible ends with His lovely invitation: “Let everyone who is thirsty come. Let anyone who wishes, take the Water of Life as a gift (Revelation 22:17).” Jesus promises, “Anyone who comes to Me I will never drive away (John 6:37).” Only Jesus can permanently meet your deepest needs, now and forever. 

Amen.
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