A Man Like No Other #8

“Water from the Well”

John 4:1-42
Shortcuts. 

Sometimes they work, sometimes they don’t. We can probably remember examples of both in our experience, right?

I recall driving through Kentucky heading toward eastern Tennessee. Looking at the map, I noticed that I could leave the interstate and take an alternate route that would take me through the historic Cumberland Gap—somewhere I had never been before. So I took the diversion.

The problem was the time of day. When I got to the shortcut, the sun had gone down and rain began to fall. So there I was, twisting and turning in the dark rain on an unfamiliar road. Then, as I came around one curve, I see a big sign off to the right: “Welcome to Virginia.”

Virginia?

I nearly drove off the road!

As it turned out, the highway clipped the corner of Virginia, and after about a mile down the road I entered Tennessee, my intended destination.


John chapter four begins with Jesus on the move. Leaving Judea, He heads back toward Galilee. In verse 4 the apostle writes, “Now he had to go through Samaria.” Geographically this verse makes sense—the land of Samaria sat between Judea in the south and Galilee in the north. But there’s more to it that may first appear, as Chuck Swindoll points out, 

The phrase “had to” translates a Greek verb meaning “to be necessary.” Anyone unfamiliar with Samaria’s history would not see anything peculiar about John’s word choice. Draw a straight line from Jerusalem to Cana (4:46), account for the hilly terrain, and a stopover in Sychar appears perfectly reasonable.
John’s choice of words, however, would have been provocative to any Jewish reader. Jews despised Samaritans. To them, Samaritans were idolatrous half-breeds—ethnically polluted, religiously confused, and morally debased. During a particularly dark period in Israel’s history, the Hebrew inhabitants of this region intermarried with Gentiles and established their own temple to rival the one in Jerusalem. Consequently, Jews—particularly Pharisees—would not set foot on Samaritan soil, and frankly, there was no love lost on the part of the Samaritan people.

To avoid “contamination,” most Jews traveling between Galilee and Judea chose to cross the Jordan River and go around Samaria to the east rather than journey straight through. So to say, “It was necessary to pass through Samaria,” suggests some need other than geographical.


So why does John say Jesus had to go through Samaria? Warren Wiersbe suggests, “Because He was on a divinely appointed schedule.”
 Jesus was willing to counter social norms and, as we will see, even His own comfort and convenience when a soul was at stake.


Jesus and His disciples arrive at the town of Sychar at “the sixth hour,” when Jesus sits down by a well. Scholars disagree as to whether this means six ‘o clock in the evening (the Roman way of counting time) or noon (the Jewish way).
 Given the context and the usual practice of John, it was more likely noon, at the heat of the day.

John’s mention of the well is no accident either. Samaria had no major rivers to supply water, only wadis (natural drainage channels), which brought seasonal rains and then dried up for months at a time. Jeremiah used the wadi as an image of deceit (Jer. 15:18). The historic location and the presence of Jacob’s well gave Jesus (and therefore, John) another perfect opportunity to draw on the familiar symbol of life: water.
 

In this unlikely setting, a most unlikely candidate appears on the scene. A woman approaches the well to draw water—an unusual time for women to do so, probably to avoid the other women of the town. From the point of view of the orthodox Jew there were three strikes against her: she was a Samaritan, a woman, and immoral.
 What could Jesus possibly see in her? Donald Carson points out,
John may intend a contrast between the woman of this narrative and Nicodemus of chapter 3. He was learned, powerful, respected, orthodox, theologically trained; she was unschooled, without influence, despised, capable only of folk religion. He was a man, a Jew, a ruler; she was a woman, a Samaritan, a moral outcast. And both needed Jesus.


She just didn’t know it yet.

A Recognition of Want leads to… 


Jesus did not open the conversation in a typical “evangelistic” encounter, saying something like, “If you died today and stood before God and He asked you why He should let you into Heaven, what would you say?” Rather, He talked about something they had in common: the need for water. He was tired and thirsty; she had come to draw water for herself.


We can learn an important lesson from our Lord here. When we try to share our faith with others, we sometimes get impatient and rush right to the answers before we hear what the questions are. Instead of emphasizing our differences with the unsaved, we need to establish our commonalities. 


A well-meaning prison chaplain would begin each service or Bible study with the admission, “I’ve never been in jail myself, so I can’t say I know what you going through…” As commendable as his honesty was, he effectively built a barrier between himself and the very inmates he was trying to reach.


On the other hand, 


A story is told about a missionary who went to an island to share the Gospel to the leper colony there. He arrived, set up his tent and built a little white wooden church. On Sunday, he rang the bell to let people know it was time to come to church. Because they were a polite people, they came to see what the new colonist had to say. He told them, “The gospel is for lepers like you” but none were converted. They came and they went.


A couple of months later, they were still coming to church each Sunday—there wasn’t much else to do on the island—but none had become believers, so he decided to change his tack. He took a softer line, “My dear lepers, the gospel is here for you to help you in your illness,” but none were converted. They came and they went.


It was some two years later that he got up on Sunday morning to get ready for church and made his usual cup of tea. He spilt the boiling water on his foot and expected it to cause intense pain—but in fact he could feel nothing. The skin burnt, but the nerves were dead. He went to church, got up into the pulpit and addressed the congregation, “My fellow lepers…” Revival broke out and the whole island was saved.


In much the same way, Jesus became human—just like us—and could relate to us. As the author of Hebrews put it, “Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity… He had to be made like his brothers in every way…” [Hebrews 2:14, 17]


Jesus’ exchange with the Samaritan woman about water accomplished more than breaking the ice, though. In addition to bridging the rather enormous social gap between them, He was establishing the woman’s true spiritual need. As Wiersbe notes,

The only way to prepare the soil of the heart for the seed is to plow it up with conviction. That was why Jesus told her to go get her husband: He forced her to admit her sin. There can be no conversion without conviction. There must first be conviction and repentance, and then there can be saving faith. Jesus had aroused her mind and stirred her emotions, but He also had to touch her conscience, and that meant dealing with her sin.


But notice how He did it: He didn’t browbeat her, He didn’t preach at her, and He didn’t condemn her. Instead, He made her admit it herself. By asking the right questions, Jesus brought the woman to the realization of her spiritual want herself. It was like looking in a mirror and seeing her own imperfections. Such is the case for everyone, as William Barclay points out,

There are two revelations in Christianity: the revelation of God and the revelation of ourselves. No man ever really sees himself until he sees himself in the presence of Christ; and then he is appalled at the sight. There is another way of putting it—Christianity begins with a sense of sin. It begins with the sudden realization that life as we are living it will not do. We awake to ourselves and we awake to our need of God.

…A Response of Worship, which leads to…

This recognition of want leads to a response of worship. Once the Samaritan woman recognized her need, she asks Jesus a technical question about worship. Most scholars believe that she was trying to change the subject, to divert the attention away from her sinful situation.

I’m not so sure.

Throughout Scripture, whenever someone encountered God, their response was one of worship. While the Samaritan woman seemed to be guarded and perhaps even a bit sarcastic early in the conversation, her attitude takes a drastic shift after Jesus reveals her true situation. I believe she was sincere in her question about whether worship had to take place in Jerusalem or at Mount Gerazim.

Jesus points out that she has the whole worship thing wrong. Her focus was on the wrong things and not on the right thing. But before we judge her too severely, we often have the same problems regarding worship. Like the Samaritan woman, many are caught up in the place of worship. A lot of attention and money are spent on the buildings and the materials involved, leading to arguments and splits. In some churches, the posture of worship becomes an issue—whether worshippers sit or stand (or kneel), or if hands are raised or not. Perhaps the biggest problem area churches face regards the preferences of worship—style of music, version of the Bible, etc.

All of these things we might call the peripherals of worship. Jesus points out that the proper focus is on the person of worship. It’s not about where, when, or how; it’s all about who. He didn’t answer her question directly—in fact He said that neither place was the exclusive location to worship God—but that it was about Who was worshipped. “God is spirit,” Jesus said in verse 24 (not “a spirit” as some translations have
), “and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth.” As Barclay writes,

Genuine worship does not consist in coming to a certain place nor in going through a certain ritual or liturgy nor even in bringing certain gifts. True worship is when the spirit, the immortal and invisible part of man, speaks to and meets with God, himself immortal and invisible.


If true worship is an encounter with God, then we must meet God on His level—meaning the spiritual plane. Furthermore, true worship must deal honestly and openly with God.
 We must recognize our want and respond accordingly.

…A Responsibility to Witness

The final step in the process is a responsibility to witness. What was the Samaritan woman’s initial reaction to coming face to face with God the Son? She ran into town and told everyone she could about the Savior.

At the same time, Jesus’ disciples came back from town to see Jesus talk with the woman. When they offered Him food, He replied in verse 32, “I have food to eat that you know nothing about.” After the disciples missed His meaning, He explained in verses 34-38,

“My food,” said Jesus, “is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work. Do you not say, ‘Four months more and then the harvest’? I tell you, open your eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for harvest. Even now the reaper draws his wages, even now he harvests the crop for eternal life, so that the sower and the reaper may be glad together. Thus the saying ‘One sows and another reaps’ is true. I sent you to reap what you have not worked for. Others have done the hard work, and you have reaped the benefits of their labor.” 

Ever wonder about the will of God for your life? According to this passage, doing God’s will includes our witness to the world as well as our worship of God. John R. W. Stott demonstrates the connection between these two ideas with these words: “Worship that is pleasing to God will inevitably send us out to bear witness of the Name we have sought to honour.”
 There is a logical progression from worship to witness.

Many churches struggle with whether to focus on evangelism or exaltation. But why must we choose between the two? As Stott continues,

It is in this way that worship and witness involve each other. Each is maimed without the other. Each, if true to itself, leads to the other, thus producing an unending cycle. Worship expresses itself in witness; witness fulfils itself in worship. The unifying theme is the glory of God and of His Christ, and there is a great need for this to be the supreme incentive of our modern evangelism.


Both worship and witness are all about God and not about us. This is what distinguishes the true church from a country club: the church seeks to exalt Christ before the world, while the club is concerned with their own comfort and convenience. 


The Samaritan woman “got it.” She evidenced all the characteristics of genuine conversion. She had sensed her need, confessed her guilt, and recognized Jesus as Messiah, and now she was showing the fruit of her transformed life by bringing other people to him.
 


What about us? Individually, have we recognized our want, responded in worship, and accepted our responsibility to witness to others? As a church, do the twin priorities of worship and witness mark our existence? Or are we distracted by the peripherals of worship to the point that the very God we claim to serve is obscured by our own personal preferences?


Our world is dying of thirst. As Amos 8:11-12 puts it,

“The days are coming,” declares the Sovereign Lord, “when I will send a famine through the land—not a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of hearing the words of the Lord. Men will stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for the word of the Lord, but they will not find it.”


Have we quenched that thirst? Are we showing the way to the living water to a lost and dying world?

�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on John (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©2010).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Alive (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1986).


�See Wiersbe, op. cit., for 6 p.m.; see William Barclay, The Gospel of John: Volume 1 (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, ©1975), for noon.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1995).


�D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Leicester, UK; Grand Rapids, MI: InterVarsity Press; Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1991).


�http://cn.churchinsight.com/Publisher/Article.aspx?id=67274


�Wiersbe, op cit., emphasis added.


�Barclay, op. cit.


�J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1973); Morris, op. cit., “Here Jesus is not saying, “God is one spirit among many”; rather his meaning is ‘God’s essential nature is spirit.’”


�Barclay, op. cit.


�Merrill C. Tenney, “John,” in Expositor’s Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1976).


�John R. W. Stott, Our Guilty Silence (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1967).


�Ibid.


�John F. MacArthur, Jr., The Gospel According to Jesus (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1988).





PAGE  
6

