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“THE RELENTLESS TENDERNESS OF JESUS”  
John 4: 1-38
The season of Lent begins on Ash Wednesday and culminates on Easter Sunday morning. It is a season of reflection where Christians are called upon to re-examine their commitment and to repent of those practices and sins which push God to the sidelines of their lives. Lent is the season which calls us back to God, back to basics, back to the spiritual realities of life. It calls us to put to death the sin and indifference we have in our hearts towards God and towards others. It beckons us to re-enter into the joy of the Lord – the joy of a new life born out of the death of our old life. 
During this Lenten season we are encouraged to take a spiritual inventory of our lives and repent of those things which keep us from living lives pleasing to our God.

This morning I want us to examine the life of the Samaritan woman found in John chapter 4. For some, this woman represents those who find themselves alienated from God and locked into behavior patterns which leave them feeling ashamed, empty and unfulfilled. For others, this woman reminds us of what God has done for us in the past and rekindles our first love for him. 
But, the one thing I want all of us to see in this passage of Scripture is the incredible love of God reflected in the face of Jesus Christ. Repentance and transformation are only possible because of the kindness and generosity of our God; because of his ferocious love for each one of us.

Of course, we need to repent of our sins and turn from the sin which has crept into our lives. But this would not be possible apart from the relentless tenderness of Jesus. It is his unqualified love for us which leads us to repentance; which motivates us to turn from our sin and causes us to overflow with praise and gratitude.

This has been a very difficult week for our Japanese friends. It is hard for us to imagine the pain and suffering being endured by this nation. All of us have been riveted to our seats as we bear witness to the unbelievable wave of destruction and death which has swept over parts of this tiny island nation; no bigger than the state of California.
One of the things which moved me the most is the determination and diligence with which ordinary citizens search for loved ones trapped in the rubble. One particular image sticks in my mind. It’s the snapshot of a father and daughter – backpacks strapped on their backs – walking through the mountain of debris in search of any surviving relatives . . . and the unbelievable outpouring of tears of joy when they come across an aunt who survived the earthquake and tsunami.  It caused tears to wheal up in my own eyes. 

Those amazing images of rescue and reunion give us a glimpse of what it must feel like for the Maker of the Universe to get another member back into the safety of his family. In the words of Jesus, 

“In the same way I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”  Luke 15:10
Grace is shockingly personal, as Henri Nouwen points out:

“God rejoices not because the problems of the world have been solved, 
not because all human pain and suffering have come to an end, nor because thousands of people have been converted and are now praising him for his goodness. No, God rejoices because one of his children who was lost, has been found.” 

Let’s look at this story in a little more detail, while focusing on the love of the Father.
Our Lord came into our world on a mission of rescue: “. . . for the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.”  Luke 19:10

Notice how the story begins, 
“Now he (Jesus) had to go through Samaria.”  Verse 4 

The land of Palestine is only 120 miles long from north to south. But within that 120 miles there were, in Jesus’ day, three distinct territory divisions. In the extreme north lay Galilee; in the extreme south lay Judea; and in between lay Samaria. At this time there was a centuries’ old feud between the Jews and the Samaritans. Most Jewish travelers tended to go around Samaria. But our text says, “Jesus had to go through Samaria.” For Jesus it was not optional. Jesus said, “I only do what I see the Father doing.” 
Jesus was perfectly in tune with his Father’s guidance. So when he decided to leave Judea, in order to relieve the tension between himself and John’s disciples, and return to Galilee he felt a nudge of the Spirit to go through Samaria rather than skirt around it. There was one woman who needed to be found . . . there was nothing accidental about it . . .It was a divinely orchestrated appointment. It is God who seeks out those who are lost. He takes the initiative.

“So they came to a town in Samaria called, Sychar, near the plot of land Jacob had given to 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.

When a Samaritan woman came to draw water Jesus said to her, ‘Will you give me a drink?”  John 4:5, 6
His disciples had gone into the village to buy food.

Jesus was tired, hungry and thirsty and yet he takes the initiative to engage this woman in conversation. He reaches out to her by asking her for help. Yes, Jesus was exhausted but not too exhausted to listen to the Father’s voice. To do his Father’s will was the joy and strength of his life. Later on when his disciples returned they found him refreshed and invigorated. Why? Because of the opportunity he had to share God’s grace with a hungry person. Jesus explained this transformation by saying:  “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work.”   Verse 34

In many ways the encounter Jesus had with this woman is surprising. In fact, Jesus’ disciples couldn’t believe that he was speaking to her. 

This woman had three strikes against her. 

Strike # 1 – She was a woman

In Jesus’ day, and in many parts of the world today, women were considered to be second class citizens. Their husbands often beat them when they displeased them. Honor killing was sometimes practiced in this day, even as it is today in some cultures. Furthermore, a man could divorce his wife for the most frivolous reason. If he got tired of her or fancied some younger or more attractive woman he would give her a bill of divorcement. In addition, women were uneducated and considered ignorant. For a rabbi to engage in a conversation with a woman was regarded to be a waste of time. This is how one Jewish Rabbi of the second century expressed it. “Prolong not conversation with a woman. That is to say, even with one’s own wife; how much more with a neighbour’s wife. Hence the wise men say, ‘He who prolongs conversation with a woman brings evil upon himself, ceases from the words of the law and at last inherits Gahanna.’”

Ironically, it was the women who did most of the work, even as they do in the world today.

Strike #2 – She was a Samaritan 

A Samaritan was viewed as a ‘mongrel’ as far as a Jew was concerned. They were both from the same ethnic roots, but the Samaritans were Jews who had intermarried with Gentile settlers and had thus diluted and contaminated the genetic pool. In 720 BC the Assyrians had invaded the Northern Kingdom of Israel, captured and subjugated it. They did what conquerors often did in those days – they deported many of the leading families and scattered them throughout the Assyrian Empire. They never came back; they were assimilated into the country where they were taken and became the ten lost tribes of Israel. The Assyrians then resettled the Northern Kingdom with people groups from different regions of their vast empire – people with different customs, religious beliefs, and languages. It was a great strategy because it prevented any organized revolt in the colonies. They could maintain control over the conquered land with a minimum number of troupes. Eventually, these different people groups intermarried. These people were called Samaritans.

In the course of time, a like invasion and a similar exile happened to the Jews living in the Southern Kingdom, whose capital was Jerusalem. This time the conquering nation was Babylon. Judah’s leading citizens were rounded up and driven into exile – but unlike their northern neighbours they did not loose their identity. They stubbornly remained Jewish. In time Babylon fell and the Persian king allowed them to return home. Upon their return they rebuilt the shattered temple. The Samaritans came and offered their help in this sacred task.  But they were instantly rebuffed. They had lost their Jewish purity and were considered unfit to rebuild God’s house. They became bitter, against the Jews of Jerusalem, and set up their own temple and place of worship.
Jewish people normally avoided traveling through Samaria. A Jewish traveler would be harassed, sometimes assaulted and on rare occasions,  killed. It wasn’t worth the risk. 

Strike #3 – She was a woman of questionable character. 

She had been labeled as an adulterous by her neighbours. This was probably the reason she came to the well at the sixth hr – high noon – in the heat of the day. The women of the village would gather water in the cool of the evening. It was woman’s work to gather water and it was a time to catch up on the latest gossip and to complain about their husbands. But this woman comes in the heat of the day to avoid contact with others.
She had been married seven times and was now living common law with a man who was not her husband. Marriage, for this woman, had a very short shelf life. And since divorce was primarily the prerogative of the husband, this woman must have possessed some character flaw which caused her husbands’ to get rid of her quickly. It was also quite amazing that she was able to snag seven husbands because in Jewish society a divorced woman was considered to be damaged goods. No respectable man would marry her. It was usually unsavory men who married divorced women – uncouth men who were abusive and lacking in social graces. In all likelihood this woman exchanged sexual favors for protection, shelter and food. For her it was an expedient situation. It wasn’t easy being a divorced woman in Jesus’ day.  
Here was a woman who was shunned by other villagers, ostracized, marginalized, despised and excommunicated. She was lonely, bitter and cynical; a survivor with a chip on her shoulder.
She was a ‘throw away’ woman – a ‘nobody’ – a person without value. But I’m here to tell you this morning, there are no ‘throw away’ people in God’s sight. God never washes his hands of any one. God loves all people regardless of their behavior, race or gender or socio-economic position. He loves you as you are, not as you should be. Do you believe this? Do you believe that God knows your name and everything about you?  
In the Old Testament God calls us, “the apple of his eye” which literally means “the little person in God’s eye.” When I take my younger granddaughter in my lap and look deeply into her eyes – nose to nose – I can see my own image reflected in the pupils of her eyes. Well, that’s how much God loves you; your image is reflected in the pupils of Gods eyes. Amazing! Scandalous! The God of Jesus does not judge us, for he loves even those who have done despicable things. In a word, the Father of Jesus loves sinners. He is the only God, man has ever heard of, who behaves this way. 
Furthermore, God’s love is not simply a universal love it is a particular love. He loves you! You are the object of his affection. Derrick, Jocelyn, Helen, Leonard, Julia, Cheryl . . . you are all the apple of God’s eye.
God loves with a depth that escapes human comprehension.

Several years ago, when a minister bottomed out, resigned his church and abandoned his family, he fled to a logging camp in New England. One winter afternoon as he sat shivering in his aluminum trailer, the portable electric heater suddenly quit and died. Cursing this latest evidence of a hostile universe the minister shouted, “God I hate you!” Then sinking to his knees, he wept. There in the darkness of his faith he heard Jesus say, 

“I know. It’s OK!”  It was then this shattered man heard Jesus weeping.
He stood up and returned to his home.

The old religious image of a vindictive, mean and jealous God is wrong! The God revealed to us in the life of Jesus does not demand but gives. He does not oppress but liberates, he does not wound but heals. He does not condemn but forgives.  
Jesus knows everything there is to know about you and he loves you with an unrelenting love. Do you believe that? Jesus had to go through Samaria because there was one woman there who needed him.

She needed,

· His hand to touch her 

· His arm to embrace her

· His lips to speak words of tenderness to her
· His heart to love her.
Turning to this woman he said,

“If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink of water, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water.”   John 4:10

Jesus is using the term, “living water” in a metaphorical sense. He is offering this woman the grace and love, forgiveness and acceptance which she so desperately needs in order to be healed. He is offering her water which can satisfy her insatiable thirst for love; water which can cause the parched and desert terrain of her inner life to break forth into blooming fragrance. 

And Jesus offers this same gift to us. The Psalmist spoke of the soul as being thirsty for the living God. (Psalm 42:1) And the Prophet Jeremiah made this observation:
“My people have committed two sins: they have forsaken me,


the Spring of Living Water,



and have dug their own cisterns, broken cisterns




that cannot hold water.”             Jeremiah 2:13

As human beings we try so desperately to find joy and happiness in life. Unfortunately, we try to find these things in all the wrong places. But deep down in our hearts we know that we are empty and afraid and unfulfilled. We know there is something missing. In the human heart there is a thirst for something that only Christ can satisfy.

Sinclair Lewis in one of his little books draws a picture of a respectable business man who is talking to the girl he loves. She says to him, 

“On the surface we seem quite different, but deep down we are fundamentally the same. We are both deeply unhappy about something and we don’t know what it is.” 
Within every person there is this nameless emptiness, this chronic state of anxiety, this seething restlessness. Like the woman at the well, we need the grace and love which is found in Jesus Christ. St Augustine puts it this way:

“Our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you.”

A few years ago I led a Bible Study for young single professional adults in a down town high rise. At the time all the participants were seekers, but none were committed Christians. One of the young women was actively involved in the Night Club scene – trying desperately to quench her spiritual thirst by being involved in a series of one night stands. One evening she gave up her search and became a Christian. She asked Jesus to come into her life. She described her conversion in this way: “Prior to becoming a Christian I saw everything in black and white but following my baptism I saw in Technicolor!”

This morning Jesus has a gift for you! It is the gift of Salvation! The gift of New Life! The gift of the Spirit! The gift of water that satisfies the soul! 
I urge you. I beg you to accept this gift and invite Jesus to come into your life this morning. Like the woman at the well you are not here by accident. Jesus knows your name. He invites you to come to him so that he can satisfy your inner thirst and spiritual emptiness.
PAGE  
2

