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“He had to go through Samaria.”

John 4:1-42
February 24, 2008

“Now He had to go through Samaria.” Isn’t that an interesting verse! No He didn’t! Jesus didn’t have to go through Samaria to reach Galilee. He could have taken that eastern Trans-Jordan road through Jericho and around Samaria just like all the other Jews did. It was considerably farther that way but through much “friendlier country”. But He didn’t go that way. He took the most direct route right through the heart of Samaria even though the Samaritans and Jews couldn’t stand each other.

Lets don’t let that fact slip past us! The Samaritans and the Jews were of the same people and the same faith. Before the fall to the Babylonian Empire the kingdom of Israel stretched from the Euphrates River in the North five hundred miles South to the Gulf of Aqaba, and from the Mediterranean Sea over a hundred miles East into the Aramean Desert. But by the time of Jesus that vast domain had been carved down to a narrow strip of land about one hundred fifty miles North to South surrounding the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea. Samaria was that remaining part of Israel between the two seas and West of the Jordan River.  Those living in Samaria hated those living to their South in Judea and those living to their North in Galilee. The feeling was mutual! (There were a lot of reasons for this hatred and if you are interested in that sort of history I will let you do a self-study. It isn’t relevant to this sermon.) They didn’t talk to each other! There probably isn’t an accurate modern analogy but it might be a little like our current relationship with the Mormons. We are both Christians but our theologies are very different. We don’t trust them and the feeling is mutual. “Religion” can become a very divisive thing even in the same faith. Another analogy might be the Protestants and Catholics of Ireland. Satan loves to use us against ourselves.

John four begins, “The Pharisees heard that Jesus was gaining and baptizing more disciples than John.” Somebody was keeping score! That somebody didn’t particularly like John or Jesus. Can’t you just hear them? “Did you know that this Jesus person is baptizing too? This guy from Nazareth must think he is better than John. Who does he think he is? You are a disciple of John aren’t you? Are you going to let this Jesus guy upstage your John? I think it’s a sad situation don’t you?”
Somebody told Jesus what was happening. Somebody warned Jesus that the Pharisees were trying to use the good works that John and Jesus were doing among the people as jealous leverage to cripple both of them. They were trying to pit the disciples of Jesus against the disciples of John and so destroy both ministries. Jesus decided the best move He could make would be to distance Himself from the center of conflict around Jerusalem by returning to His home base in Galilee. And on the way He was going to turn a devious and subversive act into something beautiful. The Lord regularly took the valley of the shadow challenges and turned them into wedding feasts, and He still does. I could give you a score of examples within the last year right here at St. Timothy.
This story of the encounter with the Samaritan woman comes where it does in John’s gospel for a reason. Remember what I said last week about the first two chapters of John? They establish why all people need a Savior. The third chapter introduces an example of a very good man who still needed a Savior. And now chapter four introduces us to a morally very questionable woman who also needed a Savior, not any worse than the Pharisee but just as much.

The contrast between the two is extreme! Nicodemus was an important, sophisticated ruler of the Jews. The woman was so unimportant she wasn’t even named. Nicodemus was a Pharisee, elite of the religious community; she didn’t belong to any religious party. He was a politician, she had no status whatever. He was highly moral, she was immoral. Jesus welcomed them both. These two stories are here in John so that we will understand that no one is exempt from God’s love in Christ Jesus. These stories also convict us of our own prejudices, both for and against people. These stories warn us that God hates our prejudices.

But let me give you an illustration of how God wants us to behave toward others. During our weekday Preschool chapel program the toddler class sits on the front row. These children are so little that their legs stick straight out, too short to make the bend. (Most of them are two going on three.) On Friday I suddenly realized that God was showing me how He wants us to behave toward one another. There right in front of me stood Ninja Kevin (our little Japanese boy who looks and acts like a reincarnation of Bruce Lee).
Ninja Kevin was holding tiny Katie’s hand. (Katie is one of our miracle babies. She was born at six months and wasn’t expected to live. She is doing great now but is still very tiny. Her blue eyes just sparkle, and her golden blond pigtails just whip around. Her parents are with us over in the Mosaic service.) And holding Katie’s other hand was a beautiful little Indian child named Shreya. Shreya’s parents are Hindu but they like our program and have approved of my chapel messages. Jesus says, “The kingdom of God belongs to such as these.” (Luke 18:16) And what He meant was that His heart for us is that we have no more awareness of differences than these three children have. That we completely accept differences as wonderful gifts from God, not threats, not weaknesses, but blessings.
If Jesus did not show partiality toward anyone can we? Can we give priority toward a socially positioned, wealthy person? Jesus didn’t. Can we be prejudiced against anyone? If we can find no example of prejudice in Jesus can we allow prejudice in our lives? Can a disciple of Jesus follow Jesus but not embrace the same values as Jesus? No we cannot, any more than the original twelve disciples could. That was at least one reason why Jesus orchestrated this ‘show and tell” encounter. Surely they must have wondered out loud why in the world Jesus was taking them through Samaria. He took then there because He wanted to introduce them to a person these men would have never, ever had anything to do with, a Samaritan woman with which other Samaritan women didn’t even associate. Jesus forces us to confront our own possible prejudices and then shows us how wrong, how unlike our God they are, and how much God loves all people.
The differences in these two are important, but so are the similarities.  For instance, both of them thought they were spiritually all right. Nicodemus thought he was spiritually all right because of his religious and intellectual achievements, and the woman thought she was spiritually all right because of the religious traditions of her race. They thought all was well with their souls when in reality all was not well. Nicodemus and this woman had a lot in common with many people who live in our own self-satisfied society. We are only spiritually “all right” when Jesus is our savior and the Lord of our lives.
Both Nicodemus and the woman were spiritually blind. Their responses to Jesus were literal and materialistic as Jesus tried to show them spiritual truth. Paul mentioned this kind of spiritual blindness when in I Corinthians 2:14 he wrote: “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.” A person without the Spirit of God can only see things using his five senses. Spiritual things of Christianity don’t make sense to him or her. Faith in Jesus brings a rebirth of the spirit and spiritual things begin to make a lot of sense.
Another thing Nicodemus and the woman at the well had in common was that they had a need and a longing for God. They had a “God sized hole in their hearts” even though their outlook on life and intellectual convictions denied it. They were desperately unhappy about something and they didn’t know what it was. Many people today would fit that description, desperately unhappy and desperately looking for something to make them happy. In their desperation they may try another lover, a bigger home or car, more things, another success, more power.  But nothing will satisfy that hunger, nothing will ever be enough because only God can fill the need.
And finally both Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman were lost. In the words of Paul, like all of us, “they had sinned and fallen short of the glory of God”. (Romans 3:23) They were spiritually lost.
What does it mean, to be lost? The dictionary defines “lost” as “ruined, destroyed, having wandered from the way, absorbed, wasted, hardened beyond sensibility or recovery, insensible.” The bible would add “deliberately wayward”, “rebellious”.  Again, Paul tells us that “all have turned away and together have become worthless”. According to God’s word all of humankind willfully abandoned the way to Him. To be lost literally means to be wandering away from God.
But the third chapter of John tell us that God always welcomes us when we come in the night searching for Jesus, as Nicodemus did. And the fourth chapter tells us that Jesus doesn’t wait for us to come looking, He comes looking for us like He did with the woman at the well. Lost people need a Savior, someone who will find them and bring them home. Our task as the found is to help others to find the way home to God. And as this story tells us, we can’t afford to be choosy about who we help find the way. This story might also tell us that sometimes we have to go out of our way to find them. Amen.
