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Open Doors – John 4:1-42; 1 Peter 3:13-15 – FaithMC – April 28, 2013 

 

My father was a farmer, a life-long Mennonite, a man of deep faith. 

 

But like many of you, he didn’t talk much about his faith. 

 Oh, he taught the boys Sunday School class for many years, 

  and he sang in quartets and choirs and was one of the 

  church song leaders all his life. 

 

 But he wasn’t the kind of man who brought up God or Jesus 

  in normal conversations. 

 Like most of you, he talked mostly about the weather, about farming, 

  about the local football team. 

 

But then, there was that one conversation. 

We had neighbors who lived just down the road, 

  and our family had various kinds of contacts with them. 

 These neighbors did not go to church; 

  we didn’t know if they had any faith background at all. 

 

I don’t think either of my parents ever made an initiative to invite them 

  to church; my impression is that they did not. 

 They just related to them as neighbors. 

 

But then the neighbor man, a fellow in his 40’s at the time, 

 developed some heart symptoms, some chest pains. 

 

He walked over to our house one evening and struck up a conversation 

  with my dad. 

 I didn’t actually hear the conversation, but I do remember seeing the 

  two of them talking. 

   Later, my dad reported how the conversation went: 

 

The neighbor man said, “I’ve got these chest pains.  I think something’s wrong with my  

 heart.  I’m scared I’m going to die.” 

And in reply to that, my father said,  

      “Well, you know, if you’re a Christian, you don’t have to be afraid of dying.” 

 

The next Sunday the neighbor family showed up at our church.   

 Before long he and his wife were baptized. 
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My dad lived for 95 years, and as far as I know, he never had another conversation  

  quite like this one.  But when it happened, he was ready, 

  ready to invite someone to faith in Jesus Christ. 

I’m convinced that that’s usually the way it works. 

 

The most powerful invitations to faith happen in normal conversations 

 between people who know each other, 

 between people who have grown to trust each other. 

 

There is a place for planning and for strategizing, 

 but the basic stance for the Christian is readiness, 

simply being ready to speak the word of faith when the opportunity arises, 

simply being ready to turn the conversation toward God 

 when the other person opens the door. 

 

When the neighbor man said to my dad, “I’m scared of dying”,  

 there were several things my dad could have said. 

 

He could have said, “Well, I guess we all feel that way sometimes.” 

He could have said, “Oh, come on, you’re going to be fine.” 

He could have said, “Hey, want to come and see my new tractor?” 

He could have said, “You better go see a doctor right away.” 

 

What he DID say was, “Well, when you’re a Christian, 

    you don’t need to be afraid of dying.” 

 

When the neighbor opened the door, 

  my father recognized HIS invitation, and accepted it. 

You see, our neighbor was inviting my dad to talk about his faith. 

 Oh, he couldn’t come right out and say it.  He just expressed his fear. 

  

But in that conversation, my father was truly listening, 

 and he recognized the spiritual nature of the neighbor’s statement 

  when he said, “I’m scared.” 

 It was an invitation to my dad to share his faith—which he did. 

 

Jesus did lots of public teaching and preaching, 

 but most of the stories of change and of healing and of salvation 

 grow out of one-on-one encounters in which he senses the deep need behind  

  their words, and he steers the conversation to issues of faith. 

 



 3 

He did it with the rich young ruler, with the leper, with blind Bartimaeus, 

 with the fisherman Peter, with the tax collector Matthew, 

 with the widow of Nain, with the mother who had an epileptic daughter, 

 with Zacchaeus, with Nicodemus, with the thieves on the cross. 

Conversations—conversations which changed people’s lives. 

 

The longest conversation recorded in Scripture that Jesus had with 

 anybody is the one in John 4, the conversation with the woman at the well. 

The two go back and forth for 42 verses. 

  In the end, both the woman and her whole village become believers. 

 

The conversation starts in such a normal, ordinary way, 

  which is always the best way to start. 

 In this case, it was Jesus who had a need. 

 

It was noontime, it was hot, and Jesus was thirsty. 

A woman approaches—alone—which is significant. 

 Noon, you see, was not the time most of the women of the village 

  came to draw water from the well. 

 The OTHER women came in the morning, chit-chatting and sharing news about 

  their husbands and families and having a great time down by the well. 

 

But THIS woman makes a point of coming at noon, when nobody else is around. 

 She doesn’t fit in with the other women of the village. 

 Her situation is difficult; they might point and whisper. 

No, better to come at noon—alone. 

 

But there’s a man there.  Oh, no, it’s a Jew, she must have thought. 

She knew the rules:   women did not make initiatives toward men—any men. 

       Jews and Samaritans did not mix—ever. 

 

Jesus also knew the rules of his culture: 

 Jewish men did not initiate conversation with unknown women. 

 Jewish men did not publicly converse with ANY woman. 

 Jews were to have NOTHING in common with a Samaritan. 

 

The Jews saw Samaritans as mongrels, as half-breeds, 

 a race of people descended from the intermarriage of earlier 

  Hebrews of the northern kingdom of Israel with Assyrian  

  settlers following the captivity of the northern kingdom in  

  722 B.C.  Assyria = Iraq today. 
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 The Samaritan bloodlines were polluted,  

and their religion was seen as mixed and therefore polluted as well. 

 

As a Jewish man, Jesus would have been acquainted with a particular 

 group of Pharisees called “the bruised and bleeding Pharisees.” 

 

All faithful Jewish men and all Pharisees prayed this prayer every morning,  

“Blessed are you, Lord,  our God, ruler the universe, 

 who has not created me a woman.” 

Jewish men distrusted the word of a woman.   

They believed that women are not to be seen or heard.   

They refused to speak to their own wives in public. 

 

But this group, “the bruised and bleeding Pharisees”, went a step further. 

 They got their name because they believed it was wrong to even look 

  at a woman in public.   

 

 So whenever they saw a woman walking down the street, 

  they closed their eyes, and because they KEPT their eyes closed as they  

  continued walking, they constantly ran into walls and scraped their noses. 

 

That’s why they were called “the bruised and bleeding Pharisees.” 

 Their bruises and bleeding were a sign of their attempts to be pure, 

  to avoid even looking at a woman. 

  

All that stuff is in the mind of both the Samaritan woman AND Jesus. 

 They BOTH know the rules. 

 

Jesus breaks every rule in the book when he says, to a Samaritan woman, 

 “I’m thirsty.  Can you give me a drink?” 

She confronts him:  “You’ve broken the rules. 

 You’re a Jew and I’m a Samaritan.  It just isn’t DONE.” 

 

Now at that point, Jesus could have said several things, 

 just as my father could have said several things. 

 

Like my father, Jesus had many options, many things he could have said. 

 

Jesus could have said, 

 “You’re right.  Forget it.  My disciples will be back soon.” 
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He could have said, 

 “So what.  I’m thirsty.  How about that drink?” 

He could have said, 

 “Oops, sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.” 

 

What he DID say was, 

 “If you knew who I really am, it would be YOU asking ME for 

  water—for LIVING water.”      

 

He takes an ordinary conversation and takes it to a deeper level,  

moving from physical water to the possibility of LIVING water,  

 to the possibility of new life for this obviously outcast woman, 

  drawing water at noon—by herself. 

 

We know how Jesus eventually asked her to call her husband. 

And we know her reply, “I have no husband.” 

And Jesus’ reply to that:  “You’re right.  You’ve had 5 husbands and the 

 one you’re with now is not your husband.” 

 

From a distance of 2000 years, we often look at this woman with eyes 

 of judgment:   5 husbands.  Shacking up with a 6
th

 man.  Shameful woman. 

 

Remember, though, that in that culture, 

 women did not have the power to divorce their husbands. 

 It only went one way; only husbands had that power. 

 

This woman had been chosen 5 times and had been dumped 5 times. 

And now, she had been chosen by a 6
th

 man, 

 who had so far refused to marry her. 

 

She had again been chosen; as a woman, it could not have been 

 she who had arranged this 6
th

 relationship. 

 

Jesus does not judge her or condemn her. 

 He simply recognizes the pain of being a woman in that culture, 

 a woman used and abused, 

 a woman taken advantage of, then dumped unceremoniously.  

 

He sees and understands her pain, and offers her living water. 
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In the end, she believes, and she leads many in her town to believe as well. 

 

She is restored to her community. 

She is reconciled to her neighbors. 

No longer will she need to come to the well alone, in the heat of the day. 

 

I’ve shared two conversations with you this morning: 

 one about my father, the other a story of Jesus. 

 

My challenge to you this morning is to be awake and alert to the 

 power and potential of ordinary conversation. 

 

Sooner or later, in a conversation, usually when you least expect it, 

 somebody will open a door. 

 Almost never will they directly ask an obvious faith question. 

 

But they’ll share a fear, they’ll share a struggle, 

 they’ll come over to borrow a cup of sugar, 

 they’ll call you on the phone and start talking about their children. 

It could be any subject, any time, anywhere. 

 

And at some point in that conversation, 

 you will have an opportunity to invite them to consider how 

 God is connected to what’s going on. 

 

You’ll have the choice of saying either, “Oh, I’m sure you’ll be all right” 

or of responding to their real question, their deep question. 

 

You’ll have the choice of saying either, “Whatever, just give me that drink of water.” 

or saying, “You know, there’s water far more life-giving 

   than the stuff in this well.” 

 

In that conversation, you can either point them to God, 

 or you can ignore the door they have opened. 

 

Don’t memorize my father’s words. 

Don’t even memorize Jesus’ words. 

 Both were responding to specific people in specific situations. 

Rehearsed words, coming to a conversation with a pre-planned script, 

 keeps you from listening, keeps you from responding as the Spirit leads you 

 right in that moment. 
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Yes, as 1 Peter says, we should always be ready to explain the hope that  

 is within us. 

But keep in mind that that verse assumes that the OTHER person will first ask a  

  question;  

the other person will wonder about something, and THEN you respond. 

 

So your first call is to listen.  Listen to the question beneath the question. 

Recognize the door that’s being opened. 

Don’t sidestep.  Don’t try to be clever.  Don’t trivialize.  Don’t copy other people’s 

 words if they don’t fit you. 

 

But dare to walk through the door the other person has opened. 

Grasp the opportunity God has laid before you. 

Speak the word of faith that’s authentic for you. 

Trust that the Spirit will give you the words. 

  


