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“Jesus God Incarnate: He Who Seeks”
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Scripture: John 4:4-30, 39-42
Sermon:
Context
	Our text today is a wonderful passage on so many levels!  There’s a lot of meat in these verses and we’re not going to be able to cover all of it, but we are going to go fairly deep.  We are coming at this passage from the perspective of Jesus as God Incarnate.  What does this passage teach us when we take into account the fact that in Jesus we have the image of the invisible God?  If Jesus is God and we learn about God by watching Jesus, what do we learn watching him here?
	As we go through the text, we are going to make a number of observations and connections. Then, interpreting the text we are going to see what this teaches us about two things- mission and worship.  We can learn a lot from observing Jesus’ evangelistic technique and extrapolate that to how we should approach mission.  Also, Jesus speaks a lot about worship in his encounter with the woman, so we are going to explore that as well, but only briefly because of time. Finally, we will bring it home by seeing what his teaching on worship means for us and what his example in mission can teach us as well.
	Before we dig into this passage, though, we must begin with context.  Whenever you read your Bible, you should always look at what comes before the section you’re reading. It is also good to consider which book you’re reading, what kind of writing is it, who is it to and why was it written?
	We are reading from the Gospel of John.  In Chapter 3 Jesus meets Nicodemus, a Jewish leader who was a Pharisee, which means he was a highly trained religious leader.  He came to Jesus at night, which is significant because in John’s Gospel light and dark are important terms and images.  Nicodemus misunderstood Jesus’ teaching that one must be born again, or born from above.  He thought Jesus meant you have to get back into your mother’s womb!  Eventually, in John 3, we have v 16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  Likely, that is the most famous single verse in the Bible. 
	Verses 1-3 of our chapter tell us that Jesus and his disciples were baptising more people than John the Baptist and that the Pharisees had heard about this. For this reason, Jesus left Judea and went back to Galilee. That is our textual setting, that is where we are in John’s Gospel.  Verse 4 tells us Jesus “had to go through Samaria.”  Here we need some geographical and cultural context. [map] First, Samaria did lie between Judea and Galilee.  If one were to travel in a straight, direct routes from Judea in the South to Galilee in the North, then yes, one had to go through Samaria.
	However, the Jews hated Samaria and the Samaritans who lived there. Why? Because way back around 800 BC, when the Jews in Judah were exiled by the Babylonians (think of Daniel, Shadrack, etc.), the Babylonians brought in people of other nations to re-settle the region.  These people intermixed with those few Jews who were left behind. Eventually God sent them a prophet and they turned from their pagan gods to worship Yahweh, but they only read the books of Moses, the Pentateuch, and not the Prophets or Wisdom literature.  So the Jews considered them racially impure and religiously heretical.  They were not pure Jews and they worshipped wrong.
	Interestingly, Samaria contained the area where Abraham offered his first sacrifice to God and where God first gave him the promise. [Gen 12ff]  Furthermore, Mount Gerizim was in Samaria and that was the centre of Israelite worship before David brought the arc to Jerusalem and Solomon built the temple! [Deut 11:29, 27:12; Jos 8:33]  In 400 BC the Samaritans built their own temple on Mount Gerizim and in 128 BC the Jews came and destroyed it.  So you can see that there was lots of reason for animosity between the two peoples.
	Why does this matter? Because in verse 4 we are told “Jesus had to go through Samaria.”  No Jew ever “had” to do through Samaria. In fact, most Jews took an extra couple days in order to avoid going through Samaria! So when John says Jesus “had” to go through Samaria it is not an accident of geography, it must be something bigger. There must have been a purpose behind Jesus going through Samaria. Looking ahead at what happened in the town of Sychar we see that Jesus’ purpose was to reach the whole town with the gospel.  That is what he had in mind the whole time.  Jesus’ encounter with the woman at the well was not a coincidence, it was the purpose for which he “had” to go through Samaria!  This was not a random encounter that turned into something good for the town, it was an intentional mission trip to a foreign people.  Remember, just before this passage was John 3:16- “For God so loved the world….”  No sooner does John tell us that but he shows it in Jesus’ ministry by recounting his trip through hated Samaria.
	Given the intentional nature of this trip through Samaria and Jesus’ plan for evangelizing Sychar, let’s make some observations from the text.
Observations
	John gives us some details about the town of Sychar, that it was near the plot of land that Joseph was given by Jacob.  There are references on your handout for where you can read about that. Jacob’s well was there and although we don’t read about the well in Genesis, it is still there today and it is very deep, over 100 ft. [Kenneth Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes]  We are told Jesus was tired and thirsty from the journey, so he sat down literally on top of the well. [pic] Wells in that region typically have large stone “donuts” over top of them to keep dirt out, to keep animals and children from falling in but still allowing a place for people to draw water.
	We are also told it was the sixth hour.  That meant it was noon, since they measured the hours after sunrise.  Next Jesus sees a woman coming to the well.  Typically, women went to get water in the early morning or late evening when the sun was not as hot. Also, they almost always went in a group. This was both for safety and propriety.  A lone woman heading to the well at high noon was certainly out of the ordinary.  When we later find out about this woman’s 5 husbands and that she is living with a man who is not her husband, we start to understand why she may not enjoy going to the well with the other women of the town. I’m sure there were whispers, looks, snickers and giggles.
	In the OT there are a number of encounters between men and women at wells.  Abraham’s servant sees Rebekah, Isaac’s future wife, at a well.  Jacob and Rachel meet at a well. Moses meets his wife Zipphorah at a well. Elijah meets the widow of Zarephath at a well. [Gen 24:11ff; 29:1-14; Ex 2:15-22; 1 Ki 17:10]  So there is a lot of Biblical precedent for encounters between men and women at the local watering hole.  Most of those lead to romantic relationships!  
	Jesus asks the woman if she would please give him a drink. (The please is implied in the Greek. [Frederick Dale Bruner, John, p. 245])  The disciples had gone into to town to buy food, presumably taking with them anything they would have used to draw water.  It is interesting to note, by the way, that the disciples were willing to buy food from Samaritans!  Remember, the Jews are very careful about what they eat, being sure not to eat anything unclean because it will defile them. Everything in a Samaritan town would have been considered unclean!  Apparently, the disciples are learning a thing or two from Jesus, who taught that it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles, but what comes out of the heart. (Mk 7:20-21)
	Jesus’ request shocks the woman on two levels. First, a Jewish man is speaking to a woman in public. “A self-respecting rabbi did not even talk to his wife in a public place.” [Bailey, p. 212]  Speaking to women in public was considered indecent.  But furthermore, he was asking a Samaritan woman for a drink of water from her defiled bucket! [Bailey, p. 205]
	The woman’s response is suggestive, she emphasizes that fact that she is a woman twice. Perhaps there is more behind Jesus’ request she thinks. [Bailey, p. 205]  Perhaps she knows about the history of men meeting women at wells?  But Jesus ignores her suggestive question, cutting to the chase. Jesus already knows about her living situation. He certainly knows she’s a Samaritan.  How is it that he is able to see past all of that?  John 1:29 tells us that when John the Baptist first saw Jesus he declared, “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” Already Jesus is going into the world and taking away the sin. This is why Jesus is ready, willing and able to talk to such a woman. [Bruner, p. 246]
Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God and who it is asking you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water.”  There are a couple of things to observe here. First, notice the term “gift of God.”  For the Jews and Samaritans both, the gift of God was the Torah.  Here Jesus connects the terms “gift of God” and “living water.”  In Jeremiah 2:13 the prophet speaks of God as living water which the Israelites have forsaken.  Later John he specifies that the living water is the Holy Spirit. In John 7:37-39 Jesus says that those who believe in him will receive living water which is the Holy Spirit.  Working backwards from there, we see that the living water here is also the Holy Spirit which means the gift of God is the Holy Spirit too.
Notice the significance of this statement then. If you know that the free gift of God is the Holy Spirit and if you know who Jesus is, then you would ask him and he would grant the Holy Spirit!  That’s profound and yet simple at the same time.  The Holy Spirit is the gift of God.  That means it is not a reward to be earned or a prize to be won.  Furthermore, to receive it one must ask Jesus. That says something important about Jesus, but notice it only requires asking. You don’t have to beg, cajole or convince Jesus to give it. All you need  to do is ask! [Bruner, p. 249]
She comments on the depth of the well and the fact that Jesus has no bucket.  Where would this living water, this running water come from?  Is he greater than Jacob?  Actually, yes, Jesus is greater than Jacob!  He created Jacob!  But she also refers to Jacob as “our father.”  Interesting! That is precisely one of the points of conflict between the Jews and Samaritans!  The Samaritans considered themselves descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, but the Jews considered them impure, half-breeds. 
Jesus sidesteps her inflammatory comment about Jacob and clarifies what he means by living water.  The water he gives becomes a spring, welling up inside a person and leading to eternal life!  This is another link back to the previous chapter, John 3:16.  The woman, however, misunderstands, just as Nicodemus misunderstood in Chapter 3 when Jesus said you must be born again or born from above. (In Greek the same word can mean both again and from above.) She seems to only understand the meaning of the gift of living water in terms of actual water and the material benefit she would gain from it by not having to come to the well every day.  Jesus goes from explaining eternal life to a Jewish Pharisee to a Samaritan woman with a bad reputation. Neither one of them understands what he’s saying!
Now here comes the key. The woman asks Jesus for this water.  She doesn’t fully understand what she’s asking.  She asks in a self-seeking kind of way, thinking about not having to fetch water.  But she asks sincerely and as we see in a few verses, the living water does start to bubble up inside her when she goes back to town and tells everybody about her encounter with Jesus!
Before we get there, however, Jesus brings up her sin. He asks her to bring her husband, which she does not have.  He is very gentle with her when she admits she has no husband. He says she is correct at the beginning and that she speaks the truth at the end. In the middle, though, he reveals that he knows that she has had 5 husbands and it now living with a man who is not her husband! Even by today’s standards, 5 husbands is a lot of husbands! And even if some of them left her cruelly, or even if all of them did, she is still living with a man she is not married to.  When we ask Jesus for living water, for eternal life, the first thing that comes up is our sin! Jesus confronts us with our sin, calling it for what it is, but still managing to treat us with dignity and care.
The woman seemingly changes the subject again, declaring that she realizes Jesus must be a prophet to know about her past.  She then brings up the second major point of conflict between Jews and Samaritans- that of where one must worship God for it to be authentic.  She refers to “this mountain” by which she means Mt Gerizim.  The Jews, by contrast, say one must worship in Jerusalem. This is the great divide between Samaritans and Jews!
Jesus responds by telling her that neither place is the source of authentic worship. Instead, he says “you people will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem.”  “You people” is plural and refers to the Samaritans. Jesus is pointing forward to a reunification of the Samaritans and Jews, that they will both be worshipping the Father in Spirit and in Truth!  The great divide between the two races was about how to come close to God and Jesus here solves the issue by saying that neither of them have it right. God’s true worshippers worship in Spirit and in Truth.  
Something about the phrase “in spirit and in truth.” Spirit should probably be capitalized as should truth.  In John, most of the uses of the word spirit are actually references to the reality of the Holy Spirit. [Bruner, p. 263]  Also, in John Jesus is the Truth, capital T.  So the phrase “in Spirit and in Truth” is most likely a reference to worshipping God in the Spirit and in Jesus.
The woman is awed. Now she brings up the coming of the Messiah who will explain everything.  The Jews and Samaritans were both looking forward to Messiah, but whereas the Jews were looking for a military and political saviour, the Samaritans were looking for a prophet or teacher who would explain everything.
Jesus tells her, “I that am talking to you I AM.”  He uses the Greek word for “I AM” which is the way Greek translations of the OT translate God’s name given to Moses at the burning bush, “Yahweh, the Great I AM.” This is lost in the English unfortunately, but it is one of Jesus’ self-declarations that he is God. At his trial before the Sanhedrin, the high priest tears his robe when Jesus uses the same word, declaring himself to be God.
At this point in the text, the disciples return and the woman goes back to her village, leaving her bucket behind. This is an eye-witness detail, that she left her bucket. It also says, “I’m coming back!”  In town, she tells everybody about her encounter with Jesus, that he told her everything she had ever done and that perhaps he is the Christ.  Notice she didn’t share with them his answers to her questions about worship, or their father Jacob.  She actually shared about his declaration of her sin!
	As a result of her testimony, the people of the town come out to meet Jesus for themselves. They invite Jesus and the disciples to stay with them and they do stay.  Over the next couple days, the people believe in Jesus saying that at first they believed because of the woman’s testimony, but now they believe for themselves.  In the end they say that they know he truly is the Saviour of the World.  Interestingly, many Greek and Roman rulers were given the title “Saviour.”  “Many [pagan] gods and demi-gods had the title ‘Saviour of the World,’ as did Roman Emperors from Nero to Hadrian.” [Bailey, p. 214]  In Samaria there was even a giant statue of Caesar Augustus, so large that it could be seen from the shore of Caesarea.  Likely the people of Samaria were familiar with the title “Saviour of the World” but they heard it applied to Caesar. Here they apply it to Jesus, saying “this man really is the [true] Saviour of the World!” [Bailey, p. 214]
Interpretation
	So that is a lot taken from out text!  Wow!  So much going on and on so many levels.  But what are we to make of it? How do we interpret it? At the beginning, I told you we would look at two aspects, what Jesus teaches about mission or evangelism and what he teaches about worship.  We’re going to focus mainly on mission but there are a couple thoughts I want to leave you with about worship.
	First, what does he show us about mission?  Notice that Jesus was intentional about going through Samaria. He “had” to go through there in order to reach Sychar with the gospel and he chose to reach Sychar through the woman at the well.  He began his work with the lowliest woman in town. He didn’t go to the town council or the elders. He didn’t go to the religious leaders. He went to the outcast woman who had the worst reputation in town!  But it was her experience of being transformed by her encounter with Jesus that lead to the conversion of most of the town. Transforming her life opened the door to the rest of the people of Sychar.
	Next, notice that the people first believed because of her testimony, but then they believed because of their own experience of Jesus.  This is important. People will believe on one level because of the testimony of others. However, they must encounter Jesus for themselves if they are to receive living water and have it well up to eternal life.
	Jesus’ encounter with the woman was not all roses either. She brought up numerous points of conflict and argument with him, such as racial purity as descendants of Jacob and the true place for worship. Today this would be like somebody bringing up the Crusades, or segregation or the separation of church and state.  But Jesus sidesteps her arguments to cut to the chase. He cuts past her attempts to deflect the conversation in order to deal with her as a person.
	Ravi Zacharias, one of the most famous evangelists and apologists operating today, points out that there are many objections people bring up to Christianity, and we need to have answers for those questions. But those questions are not the only thing to keep in mind. When answering people’s questions we must take the individual person into account too. Otherwise, we may answer the question but not answer the person.  Most people who have objections to Christianity are not merely objecting on an intellectual level, but on a personal level too. Perhaps they have been hurt by Christians, or they have been disappointed in God or wondered why he did not show up in a way they wanted when they were in difficult times. We need to have answers to the big questions, but we must never lose sight of the questioner when answering. That is what we see here with Jesus and the woman at the well. He blows up the worship question and sidesteps the Jacob question, never losing sight of the woman who is asking.
	Next, I want you to notice that Jesus did not set out to change the culture of the town. Instead, he changed first one individual and then the other people in the town. It is tempting to fall into the trap of thinking that if we change the culture, if we increase education, eliminate poverty and corruption, that we will transform people.  But that is not how it works!  It actually works the other way around. If you transform people, you will eventually transform the culture.  But if you only transform the culture, you will just have better educated, wealthier sinners.  DL Moody once said that if you have a man stealing nuts and bolts from railway tracks and you decide to reform him by sending him to university, when he graduates he will no longer steal nuts and bolts, he will steal the whole railway track! 
	Jesus begins his one-on-one interaction with the woman by asking her for help! Jesus initiates the relationship from a point of weakness, “I am tired and thirsty, can you help me please?” [Bailey, p. 203] Jesus totally humbles himself to the point of needing her services. His fatigue and thirst were real. His need was genuine. His request was sincere.
	We see this model of humbling and needing the help of the person being reached in a number of instances. First and foremost, Jesus came to earth as a baby! He was in desperate need of our help! He needed Mary and Joseph and was completely helpless.  When Jesus sent the 12 disciples into the towns he told them not to take any money or spare clothes. They were to depend on the help of those they were ministering to.  When Jesus met Peter by the shore he asked him for help. He needed Peter’s boat in order to preach to the crowd and he needed Peter’s skills as a sailor to keep the boat steady while he taught.  “[Jesus’] self-emptying was so total that he needed to be served.” [Bailey, p. 205]
	By asking the woman for help, by asking her politely to give him a drink, he elevated her self-worth.  Far too often in our missionary and evangelistic work today our approach is to help those we are serving in such a way that we become the great benefactor and they become dependent upon us to survive. I can’t get into this too much right now, but what if our missionary and evangelistic work looked more like that of Jesus and we asked them to help us before we tried to help them?  Maybe that would elevate their self-worth and be much more respectful to them and ultimately more successful for the gospel!
	I know time is getting short, so let me leave you with a few thoughts about worship.  Worship is our response to God’s actions.  It is not something we do in order to get God to act. It is not something we do in order to get God to show up. Worship is our response to God, not something we do to get God to respond.
	It is precisely at the point that Jesus brings up the woman’s sin that she brings up worship- how to respond to God.  I believe it was a dodge on her part, but it had an unintended significance. The very reason we cannot approach God in worship is the problem of our sin. Much of the worship of the OT was about atoning for sin. That was a necessary first step in order to come to God in worship.  Jesus then tells the woman that it is not where one worships that makes worship legitimate, but worshipping in Spirit and in Truth.  We must worship in the power of the Spirit within the bounds of Truth as revealed in Jesus. [Ravi Zacharias podcast]  The Spirit penetrates deep within us and lifts us up to Jesus in faith. Jesus, then, “focuses and represents God the Father to us in truth (see 1:18).” [Bruner, p. 263]  So the Spirit and the Truth (Jesus) work together to bring us to the Father in worship.  
Our title today is “He Who Seeks.”  This is a reference to how we see God seeking us out in Jesus.  The Spirit inwardly seeks people. The Son historically and outwardly seeks people. The Father “actively, providentially [and] creatively” seeks people. [Bruner, p. 263]  Jesus sought out the woman at the well. He sought out the Samaritans of Sychar.  He seeks people all the time. God seeks us by coming to earth as a man.  There is the famous poem about the “hounds of heaven” pursuing us back to God.  God is actively seeking us.  Our response, our worship, is to respond to his seeking.  God’s most profound action is seeking us. True worship, authentic worship, responds to God’s seeking.  That is how we make ourselves a “living sacrifice.” Sacrifices were an act of worship, an act of response to God. When we respond to God’s seeking, when we live out our response to God seeking us, we becoming living acts of worship!
	The woman at the well responds to Jesus and asks for water.  She doesn’t understand fully, but she responds.  And Jesus meets her and answers her request!  He will straighten her out later.  Her faith is not clear, it is rather mustard-seed-ish.  “It is far from great or even correct.  But Jesus didn’t ask her for great faith; he asked her simply to ask him.” [Bruner, p. 252] It is enough.  
Now Apply It
	In our last few minutes together, I want to give some more direct, personal application.  First, when it comes to worship, it is not the style of music that makes worship authentic. Nor is it whether or not the music pleases us that makes it authentic. How the worship makes us feel is not what makes worship authentic either!  Just as it was not Jerusalem or Mt Gerizim that made worship authentic, it is not our response to the music that makes worship authentic today.  What makes worship authentic is if we are responding to God in Spirit and Truth.  Are we responding to God in and by the power of the Spirit at work within us?  Are we responding to the truth of God as found in Jesus?  Are we responding to God, or to the music? Are we responding to God or are we trying to get God to respond to us and give us a particular feeling or experience?
	Jesus promised that wherever 2 or 3 are gathered in his name¸ there he will be.  So, if we have gathered in his name, by which I mean if we have gathered in accordance with his nature and character, then Jesus is certainly present. We can’t “make” him show up more. He is already there. So if we leave church and haven’t felt the presence of Christ or his Spirit, the fault is not with God, it is with us. The two options are either a) there were not two people gathered in his name. People were gathered for some other reason or motivation. Or b) we were not there in Jesus’ name, character and nature. If we come with ulterior motives, or if we come with the wrong attitude, if we don’t come in Jesus’ name then we won’t experience his presence.  It’s not the worship team’s fault. It’s not the preacher’s fault. It’s our own!  God is actively seeking us out all the time. Worship is responding to his seeking.  We don’t have to find him. We have to allow ourselves to be found.  That means giving him our undivided attention, submitting ourselves to him wholly and surrendering to his Lordship completely. Responding in Spirit means in our inner being, our will and emotions.  Responding in Truth requires responding in our minds. We need to use our minds to know the truth in Jesus.  Our whole being responds to God in authentic worship, which is what God is seeking.
	Mission- when seeking to change culture, don’t seek to change culture. Seek to change people.  When seeking people, don’t set out to demonstrate how much you can do for them. Begin by humbling asking them to help you.  And don’t just make up an insincere excuse to ask for help. Jesus’ need was sincere and genuine.
	Jesus’ living water springs up inside us, spreading to others. Transformation naturally leads to mission. That is what we see in the woman- she was transformed and then went on a mission to tell the whole town! Jesus just asked her to bring her husband. She brought the whole town!
	Love and respect people but don’t be afraid to name sin as sin.  Jesus was gentle with the woman. He was respectful to her always. But he didn’t ignore her sinful lifestyle.  This is something churches today don’t know how to do. Either we blast people for their sin to the point where nobody is willing to admit their sin in church contexts, or we do away with sin to the point where nothing is wrong with anything.  Pray to God that we learn how to do it right!
	God does the work of salvation. Jesus didn’t give her a whole bunch of things to do before she could be saved.  He just asked her to ask and when she asked he gave.  Discipleship and growth requires discipline on our part, but salvation comes from asking Jesus, even incompletely or with misunderstanding.  That is very different from Buddhism in which salvation takes centuries of reincarnation, discipline and training to attain Nirvana. It is different from Islam in which one must pray specific prayers, go on a pilgrimage and perform all sorts of other religious duties in the hopes that ones good deeds will outweigh the bad.
	Last, consider who it was that Jesus sent with his message. “One of the first ministers of the gospel whom Jesus transformed, fountain-like, to bear his mission message to the outside world was a woman.” [Bruner, p. 276]  And not just a woman, but a Samaritan woman with a checkered past!  “Jesus accepts, cares for, takes seriously, challenges, recruits and inspires a simple Samaritan woman with a life-changing message centered on himself.” [Bailey, p. 215]  Who are you in comparison to that woman? Do you identify with her? Then be encouraged that Jesus is eager to meet you, transform you and send you out with his message. Do you see that you have more advantages than this woman? When what is holding you back from sharing you experience with others?
	Perhaps you are still waiting for that spring of living water to well up within you? Then ask.  Ask Jesus for that water. Ask simply and humbly and wait for his response.  
To do: This week, think on how Jesus has met you. Consider if you have a spring of living water welling up inside you. Ask for it if you don’t have it. If you do have it, consider how you can tell others about your experience of it.  You don’t have to convert them, you just have to share you experience. You will be surprised how many believe based on your testimony first and then because of their own encounters with Jesus. Amen.

