OUR THIRST FOR TRUE LIVING WATER
Sermon for the 3rd Sunday of Lent, 2011 

John 4:5-16

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon today is part of the Gospel read before, John 4:5-16, that part where Jesus asks the Samaritan woman for a drink of water: So He came to a town in Samaria called Sychar, near the piece of land that Jacob had given to his son Joseph. 6Jacob’s Well was there. So Jesus, tired from His journey, simply sat down at the well. It was about noon. 

7A Samaritan woman came to draw water. Jesus asked her, “Give Me a drink!”

8For His disciples had gone into the town to buy food. 9 The Samaritan woman asked Him: “How is it that You, a Jew, ask me, a Samaritan woman, for a drink?” (For Jews do not associate with Samaritans).
10Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is who is saying to you, ‘Give Me a drink!’ you would have asked Him, and He would have given you living water.”
11The woman said, “Sir, You have nothing to draw water with, and the well is deep. From where, then, do You get this living water? 12Surely You are not greater than Jacob, our ancestor, who gave us the well and used to drink from it himself, as did also his sons and his animals?”
13Jesus answered her, “Everyone who drinks this water will become thirsty again. 14However, whoever drinks the water that I shall give him will never become thirsty. However, the water that I shall give him will become in him a fountain of water springing up to eternal life.”
15The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may not get thirsty or keep coming out here to draw water!”
16Jesus told her, “Go, call your husband, and come back here!”

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,

Jesus had three routes He could have taken to Galilee. Jews would not usually go straight through Samaria because of lingering antagonism and hostility between them and the Samaritans. Some would follow the Mediterranean coast north. Others would cross the Jordan and go north through Perea on the east bank. However, Jesus decided to go through Samaria. Why? Because He was going to meet with one of societies outcasts, a sinful woman who would have the privilege of hearing the Gospel from the Lord Himself. Remember, Christ had come to save those whom were lost. 
Right before Jesus’ encounter with the woman at the well, John told us about His conversation with Nicodemus. We heard the story of Nicodemus last week. Nicodemus was a wealthy and influential Jew, a very godly man, and a prominent member of the Sanhedrin, which was the ruling council of the Jews. So in one scene we’ve got Jesus talking patiently to one of the most respected, honourable, and powerful men in Judah, and then in the next scene we’ve got Him expending the same amount of compassion and patience when dealing with a Samaritan woman of doubtful virtue - a woman who from a Jewish perspective would have been viewed as hanging precariously from the absolute bottom rung of the social ladder. But they are both the same to Jesus: lost souls to whom He reaches out in love.
Before we go further, it is good for us to know who the Samaritans were. The Jews considered the Samaritans the very scum of the earth, much worse than just your standard godless pagans who occupied the rest of the world. The Jews deliberately tried to avoid Samaritans as they saw them as a cursed people, and they did not want to defile themselves. Why? Because the Samaritans were a mixed race descended (in part) from some of the tribes of Israel that had been unfaithful to the point that God had revoked their rights to the Promised Land many centuries before. On account of their idolatry and sexual immorality the Lord had allowed an enemy nation to destroy them. This enemy deported all the people of consequence and scattered them over their vast empire. They left behind those whom they didn’t feel were worth bothering with, who were not even suitable to serve a slaves; and then they imported into the land, Gentiles from various other nations they had conquered, so that the group as a whole would have no national identity and so be less likely to rise up in rebellion in the future.
Over the centuries, these imported foreigners intermarried with the left-behind, unfaithful Israelites, which itself was bad enough from a Jewish perspective - because if you are of the chosen race you just don’t marry Gentiles. But even worse was that these imports brought with them their own pagan gods and religions which then got all mixed up with the already corrupt form of true faith practiced by the original inhabitants. The final result was that the Samaritans practiced a really messed up religion: a little of this and a little of that. But what really bugged the Jews was that the Samaritans still thought of themselves as faithful to the covenant, and they were quite proud of their being descended from the Patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. So it made the Jews furious that they had the nerve to speak of the true God and the Promised Land as their own. The Jews called them “dogs,” and in return, the Samaritans despised the Jews and their uppity “we’re better than you” attitudes.
This Samaritan woman came to draw water. Jesus asked her, “Give Me a drink!” 8For His disciples had gone into the town to buy food. 9 The Samaritan woman asked Him: “How is it that You, a Jew, ask me, a Samaritan woman, for a drink?” (For Jews do not associate with Samaritans).
Usually the women would come out in groups to draw water, but for some reason this woman was all alone. Maybe it was because her own people treated her as an outcast. After all, her chequered past included five broken marriages – five broken homes, with who knows how many children. She presently has a live-in relationship with a fellow who is not her husband. And that’s the problem: not only has she left a trail of her own broken marriages, in her quest to find the right man to make herself happy maybe she’s played a part in breaking up a number of other marriages. Anyhow, Jesus asked her, “Give Me a drink!” This request got the woman’s attention. She had recognised immediately from Jesus’ clothing or speech that He was a Jew. Not only did the Jews not associate with the Samaritans, but a Jewish man engaging in conversation with a Samaritan woman was doubly taboo. 
Was this some kind of joke? This woman knew very well that a Jew would never be caught dead drinking from a container used by a Samaritan – they’re so holy that they think it defiles them. The Samaritan woman asked Him: “How is it that You, a Jew, ask me, a Samaritan woman, for a drink?” (For Jews do not associate with Samaritans). 10Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is who is saying to you, ‘Give Me a drink!’ you would have asked Him, and He would have given you living water.”
This is a wonderful offer, but just like Nicodemus in the preceding chapter, the spiritual impact of Christ’s words misses her. She’s caught up in the physical and worldly – that’s all she can see. 11The woman said, “Sir, You have nothing to draw water with, and the well is deep. From where, then, do You get this living water? 12Surely You are not greater than Jacob, our ancestor, who gave us the well and used to drink from it himself, as did also his sons and his animals?”
Can you see how she takes her stand on a matter of Samaritan pride – one she knows will rub a Jew the wrong way? And do you see how ironic her really question is? “Jesus, are you greater than Jacob?”
But Jesus is very gentle with her: 13Jesus answered her, “Everyone who drinks this water will become thirsty again. 14However, whoever drinks the water that I shall give him will never become thirsty. However, the water that I shall give him will become in him a fountain of water springing up to eternal life.” Again, it’s a wonderful offer. But she still isn’t catching on to the spiritual meaning of His words. On the surface it sounds pretty good. If she never got thirsty, if she had water to spare, she wouldn’t have to come out here in the hot sun every day and lug it back into town. Why, she could sit at home and laugh at all those other women who still had to do this thankless chore day after day. 15The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may not get thirsty or keep coming out here to draw water!” 16Jesus told her, “Go, call your husband, and come back here!” 
Here, can you see what Jesus has done is put His finger right on her sorest spot. This is her real thirst, her deepest and most basic need: to be loved, to belong to someone, to be valued... it’s the need to have security and companionship that is not tied to what someone thinks they can get out of her. It’s the need to be loved and accepted and forgiven and trusted by another in spite of all past failures and current shortcomings. This is what she has been seeking in her relationships with men. She knows that her approach to the problem has been all wrong, but she’s justified herself all along by thinking, “if I only had the right guy, all my problems would be over.” 
You see, although she’s drunk from many such wells, meaning, she has had the company of many men, yet they have all failed to satisfy her. Each one in turn looked good for a while (or so she told herself at the time); but she always found out the truth the hard way. Apparently, they all turned out to be not the kind of man she was looking for. Not one has ever trusted her; and it’s funny how that problem seems to get worse each time she changes partners. At this point she knows full well that she is trying to draw clean water from the murky bottom of a polluted well – but still she keeps trying. With each failed effort she just gets thirstier for what she really wants. Sadly, this woman has been turning to various behaviours that destroy relationships in order to build what she hopes will be a stable one. It can’t work. But she can’t help it - her thirst is killing her. And every time she drinks something that looks like it might give her relief, her burning thirst increases all the more. She’s involved in a self-destructive spiral that can only end in sorrow, misery, and lonely isolation for her – and at this point, she’s just about at the bottom of the well.

Now isn’t it funny how we can see it so clearly in her. Yet I wonder if we realise that at times we all do exactly the same thing. Think about it. How often do you find your own human relationships dry and unfulfilling, and find yourself convinced that if whomever it is that you’re having trouble, if only they were different, then you would be satisfied. Or maybe you’re trying to satisfy your thirst for belonging, purpose, and security through your career, or in material wealth, or in some other form of personal achievement or entertainment. These and many other things are wells that seem to give temporary relief but ultimately leave you even more parched and dry. They do not last, and so in the end, in desperation, we end up turning on each other, like so many competing vampires trying to draw from one another the moisture we all want for ourselves. And when each attempt fails, when we run out of options, we are forced to go looking elsewhere for what we need.

That’s what drove this Samaritan woman to Jacob’s well: her thirst that could not be quenched with natural water. But what she found there was a supernatural Spring: the water of life, which is Jesus Christ and His Word. Recognising her great need, and even her inability to understand it, Jesus revealed Himself to her as her Saviour and Lord. He intervened to break the self-destructive cycle of failed relationships by giving her Himself: His love, His forgiveness, His friendship, and a restored relationship with His Father – which is fallen mankind’s most desperate thirst. And in the process He changed her from a consumer of water to a source of it. As the story continues, she leaves behind her water jar and hurries to go share what she has found with her neighbours in town – the very people who had driven her out and made her feel so bad. In the end they too are filled to overflowing with the water of life to which she leads them.

Dear friends, the same is true for each of us. For all your deepest and most heartfelt thirsts, only Jesus Christ has the water that can truly quench them. Nowhere else will you ever find lasting contentment. But I’ll warn you that to do it, He has to put His finger right where it hurts the most: right on top of your sin. He doesn’t do it to hurt you; He does it to heal you. He must show you where your deepest thirst is so that He can relieve it with His forgiveness and love. That’s what He wants to do for you every day through His Word. In so doing, He will enable you to forgive and love others the same way – because then He will be the water of life springing up within you. May God grant it to each of us for Jesus’ sake. Amen.
The peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.  
PRAYER FOR THE THIRD SUNDAY IN LENT


Lord God, heavenly Father, limitless in love, and perfect in power, receive our worship and praise.  Our eyes always turn to You, for without You there is no help, and with You there is no danger.  Be the guardian and defender of all who lift up their hearts to You, of all who seek Your help in times of need.


We confess that we fully deserve Your wrath for breaking Your holy commandments.  Therefore we thank You for Your great love in Jesus, who in His compassion and grace sacrificed Himself for our sins.  With grateful hearts we praise You for His finished work: His holy life, His blessed example, His gracious teaching, His loving companionship, and His atoning death, and the place in Your kingdom that He has won for us.


Grant us Your Holy Spirit that we may follow the example of Jesus, and walk in love.  Grant that, as Your children, we may continue to repent of our sins, give up the ways of darkness and error, and walk in paths that are good, righteous, and true.  Fill our lives with holiness, with love of Your Word, and with every grace and virtue.


Prosper and protect the work of Your Church. Give success to all who proclaim the glorious Gospel of salvation.  Give conviction and faithfulness to all Your people, that they may work with zeal to gather in the harvest of Christ’s redeemed people. Continue to bless the AELC and cause growth among our church. Give us boldness in an ever increasing godless society to proclaim Your Word in all its truth and glory. 

Rule and direct our government. Forgive us as a nation, for having leaders who do not acknowledge You. Cause those in government who have hardened their hearts toward You to be softened, so they may joyfully receive Your Holy Spirit and come to the knowledge of the truth. Give wisdom and integrity to all in our police and armed forces, that our nation may be kept in peace, and that righteousness and justice may hold sway everywhere.


We pray for all in any need of body or soul, for all loved ones in distant places, for all who have strayed from Your truth, for all who are in temptation, for all who are suffering sickness and pain, and for all who mourn.  Bless and help them according to their need.  Hear their prayers.  Comfort them with Your presence.


Unite in one spirit through the truth all in Your Church on earth, and finally bring us to Your joys in heaven.  We pray for these things in the name of Your Son Jesus Christ, who, together with You and the Holy Spirit, lives and reigns, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen.
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