One on One: Jesus’ Interaction with Individuals #2

“Jesus and the Isolated”

John 4:1-26

The term “marginalize” is not a new word—it can be found as far back as the 1870s—but it has taken on new meaning in recent years. The word literally means, “to treat (a person, group, or concept) as insignificant or peripheral.” Usually we hear it used with regard to people or groups of people who are shunned or isolated because of their ethnicity, gender, or lifestyle. In the fourth chapter of John’s gospel we encounter a person who was marginalized because of all three. 

John introduces the scene in John 4:1-4,

The Pharisees heard that Jesus was gaining and baptizing more disciples than John, although in fact it was not Jesus who baptized, but his disciples. When the Lord learned of this, he left Judea and went back once more to Galilee. Now he had to go through Samaria.
The phrase “had to” is translated from a Greek verb meaning, “to be necessary.” Anyone unfamiliar with Samaria’s history who might be looking at a map would not see anything peculiar about John’s word choice. Draw a straight line from Jerusalem to Cana, account for the hilly terrain, and a stopover in Sychar appears perfectly reasonable. However, John’s choice of words 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 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 the Pharisees—would not set foot on Samaritan soil and, frankly, there was no love lost on the part of the Samaritan people either.

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 that the need was not geographical.
 Jesus was on a mission, and His target was a marginalized, isolated woman of Samaria. 

Verses 5-6 complete the background of this encounter,

So he came to a town in Samaria called Sychar, near the plot of ground Jacob had given to his son Joseph. Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired as he was from the journey, sat down by the well. It was about the sixth hour.

The sixth hour would be equivalent to noon. On a hot, dry day, a weary Jesus sits down at a well while the disciples go into town to get food. Into this scene appears an unsuspecting woman whose life is about to be changed forever.

Jesus Started a Conversation

Several lessons can be learned from this passage. The first is that Jesus started a conversation, as detailed in verses 7-9,

When a Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus said to her, “Will you give me a drink?” (His disciples had gone into the town to buy food.) 

The Samaritan woman said to him, “You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. How can you ask me for a drink?” (For Jews do not associate with Samaritans.)
This conversation never should have happened. Why? Jesus’ conversation was with a woman. At that time, men and women rarely conversed publicly. Husbands didn’t even talk to their wives in public. Not only was this person a woman, she was one almost everyone would have overlooked. Actually, she was a woman many would have avoided intentionally. She had a complicated past and being seen with her could damage one’s reputation. Also, she was a Samaritan woman. Jesus was Jewish and had been taught his entire life that good Jews didn’t interact with people of the despised Samaritan race.
 Today we would say she was marginalized due to ethnicity, gender, and lifestyle.

Ethnic and religious prejudice provides important background to this story.
 Yes, the Jews, historically the target of such racism and bigotry, could be guilty of this sin themselves (remember a guy named Jonah?) And, furthermore, this woman had quite a reputation around town—Warren Wiersbe calls this the story of “the bad Samaritan.”
 This may explain why she came to the well alone, in the hottest part of the day, to avoid the respectable townswomen who filled their water jars at sunrise and sunset.

Yet notice that Jesus did not give up His ethnic and cultural identity to minister to someone of a different race and culture. His willingness to engage her socially by drinking water from her cup opened the door for him to reach her spiritually. We should never ignore or reject the humanity of different people as we seek to share with them the good news of the gospel.

There is no doubt that Jesus’ treatment of women was a radical break with the status quo. In first century Palestine, the men, especially rabbis, did not speak to women in public. Jesus not only talked with women, He healed them, He taught them, and He called on them to witness to their faith in Him.
 This highlights His attitude to tradition. He was conservative in relation to Scripture, believing it to be the Word of God, but radical in relation to tradition, knowing it to consist of only human words. A radical is someone who is critical of all traditions and conventions, refusing to accept them merely because they have been handed down from the past.

Jesus broke with the tradition of His day by speaking to the woman and politely asking her to draw Him some water from the well. While Jesus would never break a commandment or behave immorally, He routinely flouted (and sometimes appeared to take special delight in) the nonsensical customs of religion. He had come to redeem this woman and He knew how to reach her.
 And so He deliberately breached the social conventions of the day. He was entirely free of gender discrimination, ethnic prejudice, and moral prudishness. He loved and respected everybody and shrank from nobody.

The lesson here is clear: we must have social contact with non-Christians. Yet it is being ignored in many Christian circles. This simple fact explains a lot of the apparent powerlessness of the gospel in today’s world. Both in our Christian groups (churches and otherwise) and as individuals, we often see no one come to Jesus Christ because no non-Christians are listening to our message. Joe Aldridge has done extensive research on this and tells us that after being a Christian for two years, the average follower of Jesus no longer has a single significant relationship with a non-believer.
 The Holy Spirit can’t save saints or seats. If we don’t know any non-Christians, how can we introduce them to the Savior? Instead of withdrawing, we are to go out and communicate with the world. We need to discover how, practically, we can initiate and develop friendships with non-Christians and then realistically, relevantly, and lovingly explain to them the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Jesus started the conversation by asking her a question: “Will you give me a drink?” This has had a huge impact on connecting with people one at a time. When we ask a question, it shows we value the other person and believe they’re worth knowing. Christians are sometimes known for wanting to talk and get their point across. Jesus was known for asking questions. In fact, in the Gospels we see Jesus ask 307 questions! And get this: we see people ask Jesus 183 questions, but he directly answered only three of them! What if we were more like Jesus? We need to ask questions, lots of questions, because we care about the person. God cares about every detail of this person’s life, and so should we. Every question deepens the relationship and makes it easier to talk about deeper things.
 It shows that we are interested in hearing what they say as much as our saying what we want them to hear.

Jesus Sought a Commonality

Second, Jesus sought a commonality. Sure there were a lot of differences between these two—ethnic, gender, lifestyle—and it’s easy to focus on what separates us. Jesus focused on what they had in common: the need for water. He could have started a conversation with her about any number of topics, but since she was there to draw water from the well, He got her attention when He offered her water that would cause her never to thirst again.
 

Conversations begin with the superficial and lead to the substantial and finally the spiritual. We may begin with discussing current events—news, weather, or sports—as a way to break the ice. We may discover something about the person’s family as the talk moves to the more substantial. Then, once we have earned a hearing, we may move the conversation to the spiritual realm. That’s where we want to end up, but rarely can we start there without scaring the other person away. As we ask questions, look for opportunities to turn the conversation in a spiritual direction, but don’t jerk the wheel. Be patient. Let it happen naturally.

We see this in the way Jesus gave the woman only as much of the truth as she was prepared to receive at the time. Despite her obvious interest and curiosity, Jesus didn’t give her the whole story at once. Gradually, as she was ready for more, He revealed more about Himself. The moment we detect a faint glimmer of interest in a non-Christian many of us want to rush right in and rattle off the whole gospel without coming up for air or waiting to sense audience response. (After all, we might not get another chance, we think!) But by relying on the power and presence of the Holy Spirit, we can gain poise.

Jesus Solidified His Credibility

The next part of the conversation is shocking. Just as the woman shows interest, that she’s ready to be reeled in, Jesus says to her in verse 16, “Go, call your husband and come back.” 
“What???” we might be thinking. “What are you doing, Jesus? You almost had her, and now you’re pushing her away!” Actually, He’s not. It may not be obvious here, but Jesus solidified His credibility with the woman in this interaction.

She replied, “I have no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are right when you say you have no husband. The fact is, you have had five husbands, and the man you now have is not your husband. What you have just said is quite true.”
This solidifies His credibility in two ways. First, this forces the woman to realize that He is no ordinary man. She refers to Him later as a “prophet.” The function of a prophet in the Scriptures was usually to tell forth a message he had from God. But there is evidence that among the people of this time a prophet was sometimes held to have a special insight into people (cf. Luke 7:39, “If this man were a prophet, he would know who is touching him and what kind of woman she is”). It is possible that the woman was already groping toward the recognition that Jesus was the Christ.

Second, and more relevant for us, this solidified His credibility in that He did not judge her. As she answered Him about her marital status, her sin itself condemned her. In the similar incident with the woman taken in adultery in John 8, Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you; go, and sin no more.” Most of us, though, are quick to condemn. Often we have the mistaken idea that if we do not condemn a certain attitude or deed, we will be condoning it. But this was not our Lord’s opinion.
 In fact, despite that ugly reality of her situation, Jesus found a way to commend her for the truthful half of her half-truth.

When God puts people in your life, there may be things that separate you. You might know something about them or their past that tempts you to look down on the person. Jesus never did that, and looking down on someone never leads them to Jesus. No one has ever been judged into faith. God told us in Romans 15:7 to “accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you.” Jesus accepted you despite all your sin. We need to accept others as Jesus accepted us. If we do so, we might just help them accept Jesus.

But why bring up her sin at all? Jesus had come to this dusty well to give this woman eternal life. New life for an old life. Apparently, Jesus knew that for the exchange to be complete, He had to dredge up all the old so that it could be replaced once and for all.
 A sick soul cannot be healed without getting to the root of the problem. With tenderness and precision, He patiently shines a spotlight on the inner recesses of the stain in her heart. None can be saved who have yet to understand they are lost. To confront a person about sin is uncomfortable, to say the least. Yet Jesus did so with such love and kindness, that instead of retreating, she was drawn to Him.

Why was it necessary for Jesus to be so blunt about the woman’s sex-life when there were doubtless many aspects of her life that needed correction? The answer is that Jesus often pinpointed the area of a person’s life that mattered most for that person. If there could be repentance there (a change of mind and heart leading to a change of action), then all would be well; if not, that person simply could not enter the Kingdom of God: it would mean calling Jesus ‘Lord, Lord’ but not doing what he said. To the rich young ruler, therefore, Jesus spoke about the central issue in that man’s life, his love of possessions: if he could sell all that he had and give to the poor, then he could come and follow Jesus. And to the woman of Samaria, Jesus spoke about her relationships with men; after all, as she said to her friends later, “Come, see a man who told me all I ever did.” This summed up her life! If Jesus could be Lord of that area of her life, then and then only could he become her Saviour. We cannot have a divided Christ; we cannot enjoy his friendship and forgiveness without at the same time submitting to his lordship.

Jesus Sidestepped a Controversy

Next Jesus sidestepped a controversy in verses 19-24,

“Sir,” the woman said, “I can see that you are a prophet. Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem.” 

Jesus declared, “Believe me, woman, a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is from the Jews. Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth.”
Jesus makes it personal, and the Samaritan woman at the well does what people almost always do. She tries to sidetrack the conversation.
 Why? It’s always easier to talk about theology than our pain or our shame.
 A feature of this story is the way the woman persistently attempts to avoid the issues Jesus raises. But just as persistently Jesus brings her back to them until finally He secures the desired result.

I don’t want to get into the details of this particular debate she brings up. Suffice it to say, when He got personal; she got theological. She brought up a controversial topic to try to draw Jesus into a debate.

This will happen to us too. When we make the conversation personal, don’t be surprised if the person asks questions designed to take the focus off of them. Most of the time those questions are a spiritual smokescreen. It’s a way of keeping God at a distance. 

The questions asked are pretty predictable, such as, “How can you believe that there’s only one way to God?” or “If God is good, why is there so much pain and suffering?” or “How can I believe the Bible is really true?” or “Why are there so many hypocrites in the church?” or “Why would a loving God send people to hell?” The bad news is that those questions are hard to answer. The good news is that we’re not trying to win a debate; we’re trying to love a person who God loves. More good news: we’re not alone in answering these questions. God is with you, and it’s often in those moments that God will give us just the right thing to say.

With the Samaritan woman, Jesus gently and briefly dealt with her confusion, but brought her back to a spiritual issue: “God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.” Certainly this was no time to get sidetracked on interesting theological issues that were not immediately relevant to this woman’s urgent need.

Jesus Secured a Connection

Finally, Jesus secured a connection in verses 25-26. The woman said, “I know that Messiah” (called Christ) “is coming. When he comes, he will explain everything to us.” Then Jesus declared, “I who speak to you am he.” The New Living Translation renders verse 26 as, “Jesus then turned to her and said, ‘I am the Messiah!’” As much as I appreciate both the niv and the nlt, they both missed it here. You see, there is no “he” in the Greek. Jesus says, “I that speak to you, I am.”
 In the Greek, the phrase “I am” is particularly emphatic: egō eimi. It harkens back to God’s self-identification to Moses: “I am who I am” in Exodus 3:14. Both Jews and Samaritans understood Jesus’ meaning.
 Yes, Jesus is the Messiah, but He is more than that: He is God. 

Jesus secured the connection from the water at the beginning of the conversation to the living water He promised to His divine identity. At some point in our witnessing we must make this connection from superficial to spiritual and tell them about Jesus.

This beautiful story portrays Jesus as a person who ignored the social barriers common in his day—barriers based on gender, ethnicity, and even religion. In this story Jesus found that the most receptive person is often the one who is the outcast or pariah—the one isolated by society. There were many differences between Jesus and the woman, many reasons for Him to ignore her. She was a reviled Samaritan, a woman, and a sinner. But none of these things mattered, and in the end He gave her the living water.

The heart of Jesus is filled with love for people who are rejected by others. The people in that Samaritan town knew this woman and probably avoided her, but Jesus arrived just in time to meet her and chat with her about her greatest need. Jewish rabbis didn’t talk with women in public, and no self-respecting man who knew her reputation would have spoken to this woman. But Jesus came “to seek and to save what was lost,” and that should be the burden of my heart and yours.

Whom do we know today that is marginalized, isolated by society—or maybe by the church? The member of an ethnic minority in our area, a member of the LGBTQ+ community, a person addicted to drugs or alcohol? The person with tattoos and piercings or the atheist that votes for the opposite political party from you? Whoever that is, they all have two things in common: each one is created in the image of God and a soul for whom Christ died. That makes each one worthy of our compassion, our time, and our attention. These are the kind of conversations God wants us to have. If we follow Jesus’ example in how to have a spiritual conversation, those conversations will help people follow Jesus.
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