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John 7:37-39

Pentecost: In-reach and Outreach
Dear fellow redeemed: Grace to you and peace from God

our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.

I was reading a sermon for Pentecost from the Lutheran

pastor and theologian Hermann Sasse, writteen in May of

1940 in Germany as the Blitzkrieg started in earnest across

Western Europe.  Pastor Sasse started that sermon by posing this question: “Is it 

possible to celebrate Pentecost this year?”  In other words, in the context of the 

greatest confliict ever experienced, in the midst of death and shock, how could there 

be joy, how could there be a celebration of the spirit – if we mean the sense of a 

spirit that is about overcoming obstacles and being in control?  We don’t seem to 

have that right now, do we?  Thee answer of course is that Pentecost is a celebration 

of a diffeerent Spirit, the Holy Spirit, who proceeds from the Father and from the 

Son.  So today as we are bound by the fact of this pandemic and the continuing 

restrictions upon our ability to gather for yet another of the church’s high festivals 

we are confronted with the same question.  How can we celebrate?  Thee answer is 
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also the same one Pastor Sasses gave to his parishioners 80 years ago.  We celebrate 

this Day of Pentecost as those who have received the Holy Spirit unto life and 

salvation.  So indeed we celebrate this year, as we do every year, and perhaps with 

an even deeper understanding and with a stronger faith.

One of the ways we traditionally think about Pentecost is in an “outward” sense.  

Thee Holy Spirit came upon those who were gathered in Jerusalem ten days afteer 

Jesus ascended into heaven, fiftyftey days afteer the Passover, at the Pentecost festival 

which celebrated the bounty and goodness of God.  and at that moment the Word 

was heard in many tongues.  Thee message of salvation was made available to 

everyone who had ears to hear.  Thee apostles were sent out bearing that Word, 

preaching repentance in the name of Christ Jesus.  Thee Word went “out.”  But our 

Gospel reading today from St. John fiftyrst shows us another way to think about the 

coming of the Holy Spirit, an orientation toward the individual that Jesus promises 

to all who believe in Him – so we can think of Pentecost both in terms of “in-reach”

and “outreach.”

Thee setteing for these three verses from the Gospel according to St. John in chapter 

seven is the end of another festival called the Feast of Tabernacles or Booths.  Theis is

one of the great festivals on the calendar for Israel, when they gathered to 

remember God’s provision, the celebration of the harvest.  In Leviticus we hear God

speak to Moses: “On the fiftyfteeenth day of this seventh month and for seven days is 
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the Feast of Booths to the LORD. 35 On the fiftyrst day shall be a holy convocation; you 

shall not do any ordinary work. 36 For seven days you shall present food offeerings to 

the LORD. On the eighth day you shall hold a holy convocation and present a food 

offeering to the LORD.”1  So this was an agricultural festival, when God’s people came 

together and remembered his promises, that he brought them into a land fliowing 

with milk and honey, and that he would continue to provide for them.  Whether 

wandering in the desert or in the promised land, God does not abandon his people.

At the end of the festival, according to St. John, Jesus stands up.  What He now says

makes sense if you know what has been happening.  Every day for the previous 

seven days there has been a procession with water taken from the Pool of Siloam.  

Thee priests would pour that water out around the altar in the temple.  Theere were 

prayers for rain, and for the resurrection of the dead.  Theen on the eight day the 

water parades ended, and there is a time for prayer and contemplation.  But this 

time, something incredible happens.  Human action comes to an end, and divine 

action begins.  Jesus cries out, “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink.”2  

Thee water of the festival parades doesn’t cut it anymore.  Jesus brings something 

much betteer – He brings living water.  Theis announcement comes to hearts 

distressed and beat down by sin, to those who need refreshment from being parched

and dry.  

1 Le 23:34–36.
2 Jn 7:37.
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Thee living water our Lord Jesus Christ announces is the coming of the Holy Spirit to

all who believe and are baptized in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of 

the Holy Spirit.  Thee people had heard the Law of Moses, they had heard the 

teaching of the Pharisees, the Sadducees, and other who plagued and burdened the 

people with the endless requirements of the Law but were still lefte dry as the desert.

But the soul confronted with sin and the Law longs to hear the words, “your sins 

are forgiven.”  Theese are Words that only Christ gives us.  Theey come to us by the 

working of the Holy Spirit – this is the living water.  Theis is what the Holy Spirit 

does.  He comes alongside us, the Helper, and shows us the cross.  Are you thirsty 

for righteousness and a clean conscience before God?  Do you long to hear those 

words of forgiveness?  Do you see Jesus?  Theere he hangs, for you.  Your sins are 

atoned for.  Your guilt is taken away.  

Theanks be to God, the work of the Holy Spirit is not bound by our experience of 

separation and social distancing.  Christ promises us the living water of His Spirit 

even in times like these.  Thee outpouring of the Holy Spirit which Jesus promised is 

what we celebrate today, and what we hear about in Acts chapter two.  Here we see 

the Holy Spirit and church inseparable, for the Holy Spirit now comes to everyone.  

He does not come to just a few individuals, like Simeon in the temple, and John the 

Baptist, and Mary the Mother of Christ, as He did before.  Now He comes to stay, to 

take up residence with us and to continue to bring us Jesus.  Thee same Spirit who 
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hovered over the waters at the moment of creation will be in the midst of God’s 

people now and forever.  Theis is the miracle of Pentecost.  Afteer His Resurrection 

Jesus appeared to His disciples “breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the 

Holy Spirit.’”3  About this John says in our text today, “for as yet the Spirit had not 

been given, because Jesus was not yet glorififtyed.”4  Now on the day of Pentecost the 

Holy Spirit comes for all, and those who were gathered together spoke in the 

languages of all nations.

What about today?  Surely there must be some requirement to receive this miracle 

of Pentecost, the coming of the Comforter, the Helper, the Holy Spirit?  We are 

certain that we receive Him through the Means of Grace, Word and Sacrament, and 

we are certain that whatever size vessel of faith you bring to the fountain of living 

water He will fiftyll it up.  And we know that God the Holy Spirit works on the 

individual – the “in-reach” of Pentecost, the fliame of fiftyre over each head, and each 

individual speaking by Him.  But we also confess that the Holy Spirit comes to 

individuals when they are together in the fellowship of the Church, which is simply 

the body of believers who are gathered around the Gospel purely preached and the 

Sacraments instituted according to Christ.  So yes, there does seem to be a 

requirement to receive the Holy Spirit.  Thee requirement is to be part of this Body of

Christ.  Yes, even through this imperfect electronic media.  Theose who are not in 

3 Jn 20:22.
4 Jn 7:39.
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this body do not receive the Holy Spirit, for the means of grace cannot be cut offe 

from the Unity of the Body of Christ.  It’s impossible.  Theis too then is the work of 

the Holy Spirit.  Remember the Small Catechism: “[Thee Holy Spirit] calls, gathers, 

enlightens, and sanctififtyes the whole Christian church on earth, and keeps it with 

Jesus Christ in the one true faith. In this Christian church He daily and richly 

forgives all my sins and the sins of all believers.”

On that day of Pentecost the miracle of the Holy Spirit came to the people who 

were gathered in Jerusalem: “divided tongues as of fiftyre appeared to them and rested 

on each one of them. 4 And they were all fiftylled with the Holy Spirit and began to 

speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utteerance.”5  Thee church father 

Augustine of Hippo writes that even today we are all speaking in all languages, but 

not in the way some other churches would have you believe.  What he means is that

we who are members of the Body of Christ speak every language which the body 

speaks, that is, the church throughout the world continues to speak the same 

message of the Gospel throughout the world that started on Pentecost.  Thee message

that was proclaimed and heard then and there was not normal, but neither is the 

Gospel message today.  Thee Holy Spirit continues to speak through human speech, 

speaking the eternal and powerful Word of God.  He continues to perform a miracle

in the hearing of that Word as well, transforming hearts darkened with sin and 

turned away from God into something new and diffeerent.  Thee “outreach” of 

5 Ac 2:3–4.
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Pentecost which began that day still proceeds.  Thee Word of the Lord grows.

Theat day the Christian church immediately appeared on earth, and we remember 

these Word of our Lord: “Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, ‘Out of 

his heart will fliow rivers of living water.’”6  Look at Peter, the questioning, self-

surrendering seeker who only a fews before was crying like a baby when he denied 

Christ, now standing up and exclaiming “give ear to my words.”  And the Words 

that he preaches bear witness to Christ, beginning with the prophetic Scriptures, up

to events he personally experienced, all proclaimed with apostolic authority.  A 

river of living water fliowing out of his heart.  

Luther says, “When the Lord says here that He will give people to drink, He does 

not intend to do this with a spoon; He will not siphon it through a pipe or tap it 

from a spigot.  No, streams of comfort shall be theirs, and all the thirsty shall be 

satisfiftyed with a boundless supply.”7  Where the living water fliows, where the 

message of the Gospel is proclaimed and the saving waters of Baptism are poured, 

then there is forgiveness of sins and eternal life.  Theis is the work of the Holy Spirit. 

Let us ever live safely in Him, the Helper, the Comforter.  May our hearts be a place 

of rest for Him, that we may ever confess the truth in our lives.  Amen. Now may 

the peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and your minds 

in Christ Jesus.  Amen.   Soli Deo Gloria✠

6 Jn 7:38.
7 AE 23,274.
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