25 November 2007 : John 4 : 1-19  
Today we find Jesus having one of THOSE encounters he seemed to specialise in, ministry to the sort of people his best friends advised him to have nothing to do with. Let me begin with a point of geography. Despite what it says in v.4, to go from Judea to Galilee, Jesus did NOT have to go through Samaria. Indeed, no self-respecting Jew would have done so. Most would have taken a lengthy detour to the west precisely to avoid going through Samaria. This was enemy territory, and dangerous.

Where our Lisa used to stay in Shepherds Bush, there was a short-cut from the 94 bus stop to her house via a narrow passageway, which was OK in broad daylight, but not a good idea after dark. If you had half-an-ounce of commonsense, you stuck to the main road, which was longer, but had streetlights, and people passing by. It was a bit like that with this journey Jesus was making. He did not HAVE to go via Samaria, and his disciples, you may be sure, did not WANT him to go via Samaria.

However, he chose to go that way because he knew, in the Spirit, that God the Father had a special appointment for him there. In our own lives, 9 times out of 10, if not 99 times out of 100, prudence will lead us along the safe, well-travelled path. Psalm 23 speaks of God making us lie down in green pastures, leading us beside quiet waters.    I certainly do not subscribe to the doctrine of folly that, as Christians, we set ourselves up to be sent to the mosquito-infested jungles of Borneo at the drop of a hat. 

For the most part, God has us exactly where he wants us, and we are called to blossom and bear fruit precisely where he has planted us. Sorry, but I’d never be much good at recruiting for an overseas missionary society! God needs a core of faithful, born-again, Bible-believing, Spirit-filled people to counteract the rampant unbelief, complacency, secularism, and zero expectation of a life-giving touch from God that typifies the defeated mindset of the Scottish Borders in the opening decade of the 21st century.

Our first priority is to persevere, right here and now, in that John 10.10 life of joyful abundance and overflow of love that we’ve begun to explore lately, and so influence others. But, just once in a while, the Lord may open up a very special appointment for us, an extraordinary opportunity for something that wee bit different, that will bless others as it blesses us and, best of all, glorifies Jesus. What a shame if we missed it because we weren’t actively listening for the still, small voice of the Holy Spirit. 
I’ll let you into a secret. Alexis and I both have dreams that we believe God has given us for our future life and ministry. They’re not identical, but they would fit beautifully together – which is just the way God likes to work. We don’t know when God will open the door for us to pursue those dreams to fulfilment. What we do know is that we are to remain faithful and diligent in what we’re doing now, and faithful and prayerful in our own personal spiritual growth, so that when the time comes, we’ll be ready.  
What was this special opportunity for Jesus? It didn’t look too promising, as he arrived in Samaria, hot, sweaty and thirsty, and went to Jacob’s Well for a drink. There, as his disciples nipped off to Somerfields for the messages, Jesus met someone who ticked the two major boxes for someone a promising young rabbi should avoid like the proverbial plague. For starters, a woman. Women were not accepted on equal terms with men. Worse than that, a Samaritan woman. The animosity between Jew and Samaritan was historical, and it was bitter. Yet Jesus took the initiative to speak to her.

The Lord has a wonderful sense of humour, in that he sometimes puts the most unlikely people across our path for us to minister to, so that he can straighten us out in the process. You and I know only too well that we can get bees in our bunnet about certain individuals, or groups of individuals, and we decide – without reference to God or to his Word – that we don’t like them or want anything to do with them.

In effect, we decide that these people aren’t quite good enough for us to bother with, conveniently forgetting that when God rescued us from the pit of our sin, we weren’t a pretty sight either, spiritually, and so self-righteousness ill-becomes us. God accepted us, in perfect love and grace, when our life was a mess, but that same perfect love and grace ensures that God won’t leave us in a mess. He works with us to lift us up all the time to a higher level, as Paul says, transformed from one degree of glory to another.

Sometimes that process is pleasant, at other times painful. Sometimes God sends other people into our lives to encourage us, to cheer us on, to be gentle with us ; but there’s also other people that God sends as sandpaper to rub off our rough edges. Ow! Do you have any walking sandpaper in your life at the moment? Don’t all look at me like that! The good news is that these people stay in our lives for just long enough to do the job God sent them for! The quicker we get with the programme, the quicker we move on.

For this woman at the well, Jesus was a whole hardware store full of sandpaper. Here was this guy, this Jewish guy, actually asking her to get him a drink! What a cheek – it would serve him right if she spat in it. But instead she was intrigued by his nerve and got into a conversation, in which Jesus started talking about living water. This piqued her curiosity no end, even if she really didn’t know what he was on about.

She couldn’t quite get her head round the concept of water that would never run dry, that would mean you’d never be thirsty again. Like so many people you and I come across day in, day out, her mind was so dominated by her natural senses that she found the things of God bewildering. Religion she knew about, and didn’t fancy very much, but in the hidden depth of her being was a hunger and a thirst for meaning and purpose in her life, something better than what, as we’ll see, was a pretty miserable existence.
No matter how outwardly hard-boiled and cynical some people out there might appear, there is still a God-given longing to seek his face, even through the complex layers of wrong choices, broken relationships, and lorryloads of hurts and disappointments that they’re constantly lugging around, stealing their joy, their hope, their peace.

There are many people who are very vocal in their rejection of traditional religion, as the air of judgement and hell-fire and smugness that may have wafted in their direction from some practitioners of religion has given them a wrong picture of an angry God who is punishing them for their mistakes. There are very few who reject Jesus, friend of sinners, healer of lepers, champion of the outcast. 

The Spirit of God still calls out to the hurt, damaged, often abused, soul within them. Deep down inside, they know they’re thirsty and long for living water. They just find it hard to believe anyone actually wants to share a well with them. That is where you and I come in, and just to show that we accept them on equal terms, and actually care, opens a door. If we swallow our prejudice and let the Lord work in us, he takes over.  
To kick-start someone from the limitations of the natural to embrace the supernatural will often take a taste of the supernatural. This is what Jesus did here. The innocuous invitation : Go, get your husband, and come back : got her all hot and bothered. Jesus had touched a very raw nerve indeed. The question that should instantly strike you is : how on earth did Jesus know she had a history? Actually, there was no way on earth.
This is what the Bible calls a word of knowledge, a supernatural gift of the Holy Spirit that opens up a way into someone’s heart of hearts. God the Father had appointed this moment, not just for this woman, but – if you read on to the end of the chapter – for the whole town to come to saving faith through her witness, and since God had made the appointment, he would provide whatever was necessary to see it to completion.
The woman, by now the colour of pickled beetroot, spluttered : Sorry, mister, I ain’t got a husband. Jesus, quick as a flash, replied : You just spoke a mouthful, sweetheart. You’ve had five husbands, and you’re not married to the guy you’re shacking up with now. 180! There was no way, in the natural, that Jesus could possibly have known this, but he received this special revelation knowledge as a sign to the woman that here, right in front of her, was no mere mortal. Sir, she said, I can see you are a prophet. 
At the same time, Jesus had proved that this was no mere human conversation, but one with the power of God at its heart, and he brought to light the issue that was tearing her apart, the guilt and insecurity of these broken relationships, probably caused by a history of abuse. We are not given a full account of the ensuing conversation between them, but there’s no doubt she went away a new woman, her old life of pathetically seeking love in all the wrong places gone, instead born again of the Spirit.

I’m not saying we’ll get, or would want, such a vivid or dramatic word of knowledge when God leads us to talk to someone about Jesus, but occasionally you’ll get times when God just puts an impression in your mind of something in that person’s life that, in the natural, you couldn’t possibly know. And if you handle that humbly, sensitively, but positively, it can open up a fruitful area of conversation that gets them thinking : How did you know that? And more importantly, how can I get what you’ve got?   
