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IMAGES OF THE
HOLY SPIRIT 
D e r e k  B a l s d o n

THIS IS THE FINAL SESSION OF A THREE-
PART BIBLE STUDY ON IMAGES OF THE 
HOLY SPIRIT.

Within both the Old Testament and the New Testament God’s 
Spirit is occasionally symbolised by water, or by something to 
do with water.

•	 Where in the Bible is God’s Spirit symbolised by water?

Within the Bible water sometimes symbolises cleansing, such 
as with baptism, and at other times refreshing, and it’s the 
refreshing water of the Holy Spirit that this study is about. A 
key Old Testament scripture is Isaiah 44:3, where refreshing 
the land with water is used as an illustration of God pouring 
out his Spirit. A key New Testament scripture is John 4:1-42, 
Jesus meeting a woman at a well near Sychar, in Samaria.  

•	 Read John 4:1-42

Jacob’s well was a place from where God’s people had 
been drawing water for over 2000 years. It would have been 
unusual for women to draw water in the middle of the day; 
water would usually have been drawn during the cooler parts 
of the day. Could going to draw water in the middle of the 
day mean that the woman was avoiding the other women? 
Although we don’t have a name for her, the Lord knowing her 
is much more important than us knowing her name. 

Jesus asked her to give him a drink, which is also unusual. 
Jews were prejudiced against the people of Samaria, and 
considered them to be ‘unclean’, so would not have shared a 
drinking vessel with them. Many Jews would even take a long 
detour to avoid travelling through Samaria. It’s no wonder the 
woman queried how Jesus could ask her for a drink. Jesus’ 
willingness to speak with her, and to drink from her vessel, 

broke through racial and sexual prejudices, and showed that 
everyone is equal in the sight of God. 

Jesus mentioned that if she knew the gift of God, and who was 
asking for a drink, she would have asked for living water. The 
penny had not yet dropped; she was still thinking of physical 
water, and wondered how Jesus could collect it from such a 
deep well without a suitable vessel. And by ‘living water’, she 
may have been thinking about running water, rather than the 
still water in the well.  

In v. 13-15 Jesus takes the conversation further: ‘Everyone 
who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks 
the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water I 
give them will become in them a spring of water welling up 
to eternal life.’ Jesus offered her something attractive, living 
water. With her not being named, it can make it easier for us 
to identify with her, and to recognise that Jesus is also offering 
us living water.

According to John 7:37-39, (which we will explore further on 
in this Bible study), we know that Jesus is referring to the living 
water of the Holy Spirit. Yet here the Spirit of God doesn’t get 
mentioned until v. 24.  

•	 Why do you think Jesus doesn’t mention God’s Spirit until 
later in his conversation with the woman?  

Perhaps Jesus needed to build a stronger relationship with 
her before going on to more spiritual matters. In v. 15 she 
responded, ‘Sir, give me this water so that I won’t get thirsty 
and have to keep coming here to draw water.’  She liked the 
idea of ‘living water’, probably thinking she would not have 
to keep traipsing out to the well every day. Jesus continued, 
‘Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but 
whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, 

the water I give them will become in them a spring of water 
welling up to eternal life.’ 

•	 How realistic is it never to be spiritually thirsty?

Perhaps this is less about never being thirsty, and more about 
knowing that our thirst can always be quenched by God’s 
living water. Speaking about living water welling up to eternal 
life should have helped her to realise that this was about 
something spiritual. Jesus then took the conversation in a 
completely different direction, about her husband (or more 
accurately currently living with a man who wasn’t her husband, 
and having been married 5 times). What this stranger knew 
about her life caused her to realise that he was a prophet, 
and she brought up the issue about whether God could be 
worshipped only in Jerusalem, or out on the mountain as well. 
It is during this conversation about worship that Jesus said, 
‘God is Spirit, and his worshippers must worship in spirit and 
in truth.’

•	 How could the worship in your church become more ‘in 
spirit and in truth’? 

For the woman the cogs were beginning to click into place, 
she mentioned the coming Messiah, and Jesus declared ‘I 
who speak to you am he.’ In this brief conversation, she was 
given revelation of each person of the Trinity. I wonder where 
the conversation would have gone if the disciples had not 
turned up with lunch?  

Jesus had made such an impression on her that she left her 
water jar at the well, and went back to Sychar as the first 
female evangelist. 

•	 Looking at v. 29-30, what can we learn from her 
evangelism? (Consider its content and invitation.)

She didn’t go back to her town with a well-polished 
evangelistic message, but simply shared something of her 
personal experience of Jesus, her tentative belief, and invited 
the townsfolk to meet Jesus for themselves. Over the next 
two days, several of them believed that Jesus really was the 
Saviour of the world. 

•	 Why do you think her evangelism was so fruitful?

The fruitfulness of her evangelism leaves me wondering; 
how much living water had she drunk?  Her fruitfulness 
seems disproportionate to her message and this indicates 
that God’s Spirit was powerfully at work in her and in those to 
whom she witnessed. 

•	 In what ways can you invite others to come to Jesus and 
drink the living water of God’s Spirit?

The theme of living water comes again just a few chapters 
later during the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles. It was one 

of those occasions when thousands of Jews flocked to 
Jerusalem to celebrate together. On the last day of the 
Feast, a Priest went to the Pool of Siloam, fetched some water 
and brought it back to the Temple. The priest then poured 
the water out onto the pavement of the Temple Courtyard, 
symbolising their thankfulness to God for providing his 
people with water whilst their ancestors spent 40 years in 
the wilderness and onward from then. On the day that water 
featured prominently within the festival, Jesus went into the 
Temple, and this is what happened:

•	 Read John 7:37-39

When water was an important part of the Jewish Festival, Jesus 
said, ‘If anyone is thirsty, let them come to me and drink.’ This 
has similarities to his words to the woman in Samaria. And like 
the woman at the well, these people in the Temple probably 
didn’t know what he was meaning. Verse 39 explains: ‘By this 
he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were 
later to receive.’ Jesus still invites us to come to him and drink 
the living water of the Holy Spirit.

•	 In this 21st century, how do people try to satisfy their 
spiritual thirst? Which of these ways are helpful, and which 
are unhelpful?

The One who made us, invites us to come to him to be 
spiritually refreshed. As Psalm 42 indicates, physical water 
refreshes our bodies, and spiritual water refreshes our souls. 
Through Jesus we can drink the refreshing presence of the 
Holy Spirit; we can keep being spiritually refreshed.

•	 In John 7:37-39, what four instructions did Jesus give for 
drinking living water?

Firstly, Jesus said: ‘If anyone is thirsty’. The starting point is 
recognising that we are thirsty.  Secondly Jesus said, ‘let them 
come to me’. Through coming to God the Son, we can be 
refreshed by God the Spirit. Thirdly, Jesus said, ‘and drink’. 
Fourthly, Jesus said ‘Whoever believes in me.’ Within the New 
Testament ‘believing’ is often coupled with ‘repenting’. In Mark 
1:15 Jesus proclaimed, ‘Repent and believe the Good News.’ 
On the Day of Pentecost, when the people asked, ‘What shall 
we do?’  Peter responded ‘Repent and be baptised, every 
one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of 
your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 
2:37-39). If we are not repentant of sin, we are not believing in 
Jesus for our salvation, and we are not likely to be drinking the 
living water of God’s Spirit. 

•	 In what different ways do you come to Jesus to drink the 
living water of God’s Spirit?

For the health of our physical bodies we need to drink 
everyday, and in a similar way, for the health of our spiritual 
lives we need to drink living water everyday. The following 
are some of the ways that we can do this: prayer, reading 
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scriptures such as Luke 4:18-19, singing songs such as ‘Holy 
Spirit we welcome you’, participating in corporate worship, 
receiving Holy Communion, asking other Christians to 
pray over us and/or to anoint us with oil. Having a drink of 
water, looking at streams or waterfalls, or even rain, can be 
a helpful visual aids when praying for spiritual refreshment. 
We can do these things individually and/or also within a 
house group, during corporate worship, and by attending 
other Christian events, such as MET-Local events, where 
attendees can receive prayer to be refreshed by the Holy 
Spirit. Visit methodistevangelicals.org.uk/MET-local for a 
list of venues. Reading books about God’s Spirit can also 
be a great help, e.g. Spiritual Renewal - Releasing Rivers of 
Living Water, a MET book written by Paul Wilson, available at 
methodistevangelicals.org.uk/shop. I also have a Bible study 
series called REFRESH: Drinking the Spirit’s Living Water, 
which I am willing to lead on Zoom for house groups.  

•	 In what ways can you invite others to come to Jesus and 
drink the living water of God’s Spirit?

I was brought up on a dairy farm in Cornwall (so I put the jam 
on the scones before the cream). The farm had its own water 
supply from a spring in one of the fields. Even during the 
drought of 1976, that spring flowed with sufficient water so 
that we, and all the animals, had sufficient to drink. In a similar 
way, God’s Spirit flows with sufficient living water to refresh 
us and our churches, and he always has more for us. The last 
chapter of the Bible ends with the refreshing River of Life, 
which indicates that in heaven we will have ample refreshment 
for the whole of eternity. 

Before you turn to the next page, I invite you to spend a few 
minutes drinking the living water of the Holy Spirit. Jesus said 
‘If anyone is thirsty, let them come to me and drink. ‘Whoever 
believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living 
water will flow from within them.’  

The Revd Derek Balsdon served as the MET Development 
Worker from 2018 – 2022. He is an accredited minister with 
the Global Methodist Church, 
and is currently involved 
with preaching and 
healing ministries. 
Derek and his wife 
Hilary currently 
live in Congleton, 
are involved at 
Cross Street, their 
local Pentecostal 
Church, and are 
open to God’s 
future plans for them.

Offering HOPE In These Challenging TimesKeeping The Main Thing The Main Thing
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MAIN THING 
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I a n  B u c h a n a n

CEO @ LWPT (LEADERS OF 
WORSHIP AND PREACHERS 
TRUST), IAN BUCHANAN, 
REMINDS US THAT GOD’S 
MISSION INTO THE UK IS THE 
BIG ISSUE FOR ALL BIBLE 
TEACHERS

My news sources arrive via books, 
newsletters, YouTubes, sermons, chats 
with mates at a Wetherspoon’s prayer 
breakfast, social media and podcasts. 
Many of these voices have been raising 
a common concern about living in 21st 
century Britain. 

It’s a dark picture of purposeless and 
lonely people living in our harsh secular 
age. The sepia colours fill out an image 
that looks like this1: 

After the 9/11 terrorist attack in New 
York the ‘Four Horsemen of New 
Atheism’ (Christopher Hitchens, 
Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, and 
Daniel Dennett) ramped up their 
opposition towards all religions.

1. New Atheism’s rise and current decline has 
been analysed on Justin Brierley’s podcast 
(launched October 2023), “The Surprising 
Rebirth of Belief in God”.

Their message was a simple one: 
Atheism tells a better story than the 
fairy-tales proclaimed by hate-filled 
religious bigots. We’re so much nicer 
than those scientifically ignorant 
worshippers of nothing. 

As the posters on buses in London told 
us in 2008-2009, ‘There is probably no 
God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your 
life’. But the solution that they proposed 
slowly metastasised and corrupted our 
social imaginations by the twenty-teens.
 

Credit. The Atheist bus campaign partnership

Whilst people watched the Twin Towers 
collapse followed by wars, public protests, 
hate campaigns, a financial crash, 
terrorist attacks … they also picked up a 
parallel message, a message that was not 
designed to sooth their growing fears. 

As products of some primordial soup 
we are apparently just accidental 
two-legged descendants of pond-
swimming-amoeba. Your life is utterly 
meaningless and purposeless. Then, just 
to ram home the shock of this joyless 
insight, Dawkins added, ‘The universe 
we observe has precisely the properties 
we should expect if there is, at bottom, 
no design, no purpose, no evil, no good, 
nothing but blind, pitiless indifference.’2 

BIBLE TEACHERS3, PLEASE KEEP 
THAT BLEAK CULTURAL BACKDROP 
IN MIND

When we see life through this dark lens 
we can understand why Charles Taylor 
called the subsequent modern malaise 
the ‘The Great Disembedding’4. A useful 
term that highlights a disturbing 
consequence of living in our secular age. 

2. Richard Dawkins, River Out of Eden: A 
Darwinian View of Life, Orion Publishing Co., 
1995.	
3. The Leaders of Worship and Preachers Trust 
(LWPT) uses this generic term to refer to the 
shapers of congregations who use the Bible 
as the shaping tool. LWPT wants to encourage 
worship leaders, preachers, Bible teachers, 
counsellors, house group leaders, evangelists 
and disciplers.
4. Charles Taylor, “A Secular Age”, The Belknap 
Press, Cambridge, MA, 2007. p146.


