






take a closer look for women










Our purpose at Howard Books is to:


• Increase faith in the hearts of growing Christians


• Inspire holiness in the lives of believers


• Instill hope in the hearts of struggling people everywhere


Belogo He’s coming again!




[image: ]

Take a Closer Look for Women © 2007 by GRQ, Inc.

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Howard Subsidiary Rights Department, Simon & Schuster, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-4669-6


ISBN-10: 1-4165-4669-3



HOWARD and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Managing Editor: Lila Empson


Associate Editor: Chrys Howard


Assistant Editor: Raelene Searle

Permissions for What Others Have Said:

Selwyn Hughes quote taken from Every Day Light—Water for the Soul, copyright © 1998 by Selwyn Hughes. All rights reserved. Used by permission of CWR, Waverley Abbey House, UK. Ray Pritchard quotes taken from Keep Believing Ministries, www.keepbelieving.com. All rights reserved. Used by permission

Scripture quotations noted NKJV are from The New King James Version®. Copyright © 1979, 1980, 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved. Scripture quotations noted NCV are from The Holy Bible, New Century Version, copyright © 2005 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. All rights reserved. Used by permission. Scripture quotations noted MSG are from The Message. Copyright © by Eugene H. Peterson 1993, 1994, 1995. Used by permission of NavPress Publishing Group. Scripture quotations noted NIV are from the Holy Bible: New International Version®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House. All rights reserved. Scripture quotations noted NLT are from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright © 1996. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Wheaton, Illinois 60189. All rights reserved. Scripture quotations noted NASB are from the New American Standard Bible®, copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. Scripture quotations noted HCSB have been taken from the Holman Christian Standard Bible®, Copyright © 1999, 2000, 2002, 2003 by Holman Bible Publishers. Used by permission. Holman Christian Standard Bible®, Holman CSB® and HCSB® are federally registered trademarks of Holman Bible Publishers. Scripture quotations noted GOD’S WORD are from GOD’S WORD®. Copyright © 1995 by God’s Word to the Nations. Used by permission. Scripture quotations noted ESV are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, copyright © 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a division of Good News Publishers. Used by Permission. All rights reserved. Scripture quotations noted CEV are from the Contemporary English Version. Copyright © 1995 by American Bible Society. Used by permission. Scripture quotations noted GNT are from the The Good News Bible in Today’s English Version—Second Edition, Copyright © 1992 by American Bible Society. Used by Permission. Scripture quotations marked NRSV are from the New Revised Standard Version, Copyright © 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission.

Visit us on the World Wide Web:


www.SimonSays.com






Who may ascend into the hill of the LORD?


Or who may stand in His holy place?


He who has clean hands and a pure heart,


Who has not lifted up his soul to an idol,


Nor sworn deceitfully.


He shall receive blessing from the LORD, And righteousness from the God of his salvation.


This is Jacob, the generation


of those who seek Him,


Who seek Your face.

Psalm 24:3–6 NKJV
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Introduction



Perhaps you’ve held a piece of heirloom china, run your hand over the curves and the intricate design, and wondered about its history. Maybe the china had sat in your family’s china cabinet for years, but then you were curious about it. You brought it out for a closer look. New questions stirred. Who first chose the treasured keepsake? Was it used only on special occasions? What happened to cause the tiny chip? The more you spent time getting to know the piece and its story, the more precious it became to you.

The stories of the Bible are like that. What you know about them has been passed down to you by pastors, teachers, or family members. Some stories you easily recognize; you know every twist and turn, and you know the endings. This book takes these stories—the familiar ones as well as a few less known—and brings them out for another look, a closer look.

Explore the stories, and you’ll soon notice the Bible’s use of Hebrew and Greek. Words were chosen by the original writers to give beautifully inspired shades of meaning to the text. John, one of Jesus’ disciples, used several Greek words for forms of “to see” in his writing. In one verse he spoke of seeing the splendor and perfection of Jesus, whom God sent to live among them (John 1:14). He used the Greek word theaomai, which means “to take a closer look, to reflect on with amazement.”

The following pages offer an opportunity for you to run your mind and heart over some of the intricacies of God’s history and teachings in the Bible. Allow yourself to grow curious and take a closer look, then to reflect on what you find with wonder and enjoyment. As you spend time in these stories, may you discover how precious they are and how precious you are to God.








Robert C. Chapman



There are mysteries of grace and love in every page of the Bible; it is a thriving soul that finds the Book of God growing more and more precious.



Moses, not believing his eyes, went up to take a closer look. He heard God’s voice.

Acts 7:31 MSG










J. I. Packer



Not until we have become humble and teachable, standing in awe of God’s holiness and sovereignty…acknowledging our own littleness, distrusting our own thoughts, and willing to have our minds turned upside down, can divine wisdom become ours.


 



Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you.

1 Peter 5:6 ESV











I Really Want to Know


The Spirit said to Philip, “Go over and join this chariot.” So Philip ran to him and heard him reading Isaiah the prophet and asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?” And he said, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” And he invited Philip to come up and sit with him.

Acts 8:29–31 ESV






The Big Picture

Picture those places where you might chat with someone about God: a garden path or a coffee shop, places that are comfortable and away from distractions. But sometimes God has other plans—like the plan for Philip to go to the desert to talk to a man who was riding in a chariot.

In the book of Acts, Philip was one of seven selected to help Jesus’ apostles. A Greek-speaking Jew, he at first focused his work on the care of the Greek widows and the poor people who were part of the Christian church in Jerusalem. This new church was blossoming. Those who witnessed Jesus’ powerful life, death, and resurrection shared their message of hope about Jesus the Messiah. Many responded. But during that time the religious leaders intensified their persecution of Christians. As more friends and family were killed or scattered, Philip’s duties shifted to that of an evangelist. He spoke boldly about Jesus, and many listened.

Philip had been speaking in the villages of Samaria, north of Jerusalem. When he returned, he received a very specific order from one of God’s angels: “Go south along the desert road that goes from Jerusalem to Gaza.” Philip had no idea why he was to go, but the Bible says he arose and went.

Traveling through the parched land, Philip saw a man riding in a chariot. He was a eunuch in office, highly respected and trusted in his position as treasurer for the queen of Ethiopia. He had gone to worship in Jerusalem and was on his way home. While he rode in the chariot, he puzzled over the words in the Bible of Isaiah the prophet.

Philip, directed by God’s Spirit, ran alongside the chariot. “Do you understand what you’re reading?” he asked the Ethiopian man.

The man looked up. “How can I without an explanation?” So urgent was his desire to understand, he invited Philip to join him and tell him what it meant.

While the chariot moved along, Philip and the man pored over the ancient words that foretold Jesus’ life and death. God’s Spirit worked to bring understanding to the Ethiopian. When the chariot came to a river, the man was so thoroughly convinced of Jesus’ identity that he asked to be baptized.

Philip was in the right place at the right time, ready to help someone understand the truth about Jesus.


I love those who love me, and those who seek me diligently will find me.

Proverbs 8:17 NKJV



Take a Closer Look

The Ethiopian man really wanted to know the truth about Jesus. Look closely and you see that his searching had begun before God’s angel directed Philip to the Gaza desert to meet him.

Ethiopia was, and still is, about fifteen hundred miles away from Jerusalem. Those are a lot of bumpy miles along dusty desert roads to get to Jerusalem to worship. Why all that way? It’s possible that centuries before, Judaism had spread to Ethiopia after royalty from that country visited Jerusalem. The Ethiopian man might have had Jewish roots and desired to travel to Jerusalem to attend an important feast.

Regardless, it’s clear that the man’s trip was more than mere duty. On his way home, he had questions and didn’t mind asking for answers. He hungered to understand. That day in the chariot, his interest focused on a few sentences that Isaiah had written. These spoke about someone’s unjust humiliation and death. The Ethiopian knew it was a prophecy and considered the source reliable. He questioned who it could be that was led like a “lamb to the slaughter.” Philip told him it was Jesus. The Ethiopian, who really wanted to know the truth, was ready to believe.




God is always previous. God is always there first, and if you have any desire for God and for the things of God, it is God himself who put it there.

A. W. Tozer





Apply It to Your Life

Picture Philip and the Ethiopian traveling along in the chariot—heads bent down in intense discussion over the words of Isaiah while the horses trotted down the road. God was there too. He orchestrated the whole event. He does that.

He knew the Ethiopian’s hunger to accurately know the truth about him. He knew of his persistence—that he was willing to go whatever distance it took and that he was willing to ask the questions that plagued his heart.

Picture yourself with a friend chatting at your kitchen table over a favorite cup of tea, discussing the questions that plague your heart. God is just as present in your conversation as he was in Philip’s and the Ethiopian’s. And like the eunuch, your questions about the words you read in the Bible will be answered.

Take advantage of the richness of the wisdom of other women who have gone before you in asking the deeper questions about God, those who have studied the words of the Bible longer. You won’t ever understand it all, but know as you and your friend sit with your heads bent together, searching, that God is there also. He will help you find the answers you long for.


Deal with Your servant according to Your lovingkindness and teach me Your statutes. I am Your servant; give me understanding, that I may know Your testimonies.

Psalm 119:124–125 NASB



How Others See It

The Ethiopian man is a wonderful example of someone who was grateful for those who could help him understand the Bible. John Gill, in John Gill’s Exposition of the Entire Bible, said:

“Instead of charging Philip with impertinence and insolence in interrupting him whilst reading, and putting such a question to him, he expresses himself with great and uncommon modesty, with a sense and confession of his ignorance and incapacity and of the necessity and usefulness of the instructions of men, appointed of God to open and explain the Scriptures.”

David Guzik encouraged people to welcome the teaching of others. In his Enduring Word Commentary series, he said:

“It was good for the Ethiopian to be reading the Bible, but unless understanding was brought to him, there would be little benefit from his reading. But God had brought someone (Philip) to bring understanding…. How can I, unless someone guides me? This is the proper question of anyone who wants to understand the Bible. We should never feel bad if we need to be taught before we understand many things.”




Zooming In

Eunuch comes from the Greek word eunouchos and literally means “a keeper of the bed.” The term often referred to a castrated male employed to take charge of the women of a royal household. It also can be used to describe a person of quality and dignity who is trusted and given an office of great authority.

The Old Testament records the visit of Queen Sheba to King Solomon in Jerusalem. According to Ethiopian tradition she took Judaism as her own religion, and it spread in Ethiopia. Some historians say that she had a child by Solomon, presumably the beginning of the race of black Ethiopian Jews called Falashas who practiced a less-orthodox form of Judaism.








The Ethiopian man yearned to understand more about God. You can pray for the same thing. When you do, you’ll find God meeting you in new and deeper ways.





Through the Eyes of Your Heart

It can be embarrassing to admit you don’t understand something. Do you have a friend you feel is safe, to whom you can go to for answers to your questions about God?

[image: image]

Make learning about God delightful. What favorite places could be your “chariot” where you can invite a friend to join you?

[image: image]

Are you a Philip, too? Whom do you know who needs a friend to come alongside her on the dusty roads in life? How might you encourage her?

[image: image]









Words You Can Trust


“Nothing, you see, is impossible with God.” And Mary said, “Yes, I see it all now: I’m the Lord’s maid, ready to serve. Let it be with me just as you say.” Then the angel left her.

Luke 1:37–38 MSG






The Big Picture

Mary was a young woman engaged to be married to a man named Joseph. What excitement must have filled her heart as she prepared and waited for her wedding day. Of course little snags might occur as they do in any plans for a big event. But when that angel showed up, his news presented more than a simple snag.

First of all, an angel appearing in front of you wasn’t an everyday occurrence. And this wasn’t just any nameless angel. It was Gabriel, sent from God specifically to address Mary, who lived in Nazareth, a city of the region of Galilee. And not just any Mary in Nazareth, but the one who was a virgin engaged to Joseph, of the house of David. That Mary.

Gabriel addressed her with honor. He told her she was highly favored and blessed and the Lord was with her. Good words—wonderfully complimentary—but wouldn’t you wonder, as Mary did, what was up? She was startled by the angel’s appearance and perplexed by his greeting. Gabriel calmed her before he broke the really crazy news: She would become pregnant and give birth to a son whom she would name Jesus. He would be great, and God would give him the throne of his father David. He would reign over the house of Jacob, and his kingdom would never end.

This must have sounded amazing to Mary. Her people had been waiting for the promised Messiah for centuries. She would be his mother? But it didn’t make sense. How would this happen? She was a virgin. The angel explained how God would make it happen and the holy one to be born would be God’s Son. Perhaps to remind her how the impossible could truly happen, he told her about her much older cousin, Elizabeth, who couldn’t have children. She was now six months pregnant. “Nothing,” the angel assured Mary, “is impossible with God.”

At that point, Mary saw that it was all true and willingly submitted to what was to be. She told him, “I am the Lord’s servant. Let it be as you have said.”

What incredible news this must have been to this young woman. In just a few moments her view of her life was changed forever. She was to be a part of God’s plan to bring the Messiah—the one whom the Jews had been waiting for.


I have found that there are three stages in every great work of God: first, it is impossible, then it is difficult, then it is done.

Hudson Taylor



Take a Closer Look

Gabriel’s announcement shows God’s consistency in bringing about all his plans. A closer look reveals the strength and certainty of the angel’s promise when he told Mary that nothing is impossible with God.

Growing up in the Jewish tradition, Mary was familiar with the writings of the Old Testament and the prophecies of the coming Messiah. Her question “How could this be?” was not doubt of God’s ability or character, but an understandable inquiry into how a virgin could possibly give birth.

As part of his reply, the angel informed her of Elizabeth’s pregnancy. Mary knew of Jewish ancestors to whom God had miraculously given the gift of a child. Elizabeth, too? With that established, the angel told her that nothing is impossible with God.

What is not often interpreted from the Greek in that statement is rhema, meaning “word.” Further, pas, the word for “nothing,” can be translated “not one.” The angel told Mary that not one word God has said can be void of power.

Mary, confident of the history of God’s consistency, now applied that assurance to the announcement given to her by the angel. Without a doubt, she would be Jesus’ mother.




Faith sees the invisible, believes the unbelievable, and receives the impossible.

Corrie ten Boom





Apply It to Your Life

The Bible is full of God’s assurances, but each day can bring challenges to your belief that he will follow through and meet you in the impossible circumstances.

Perhaps you’re caring for a loved one who is seriously ill while other responsibilities and relationships beg for your attention. You long for the escape of a soothing bath or a cappuccino that hasn’t grown cold, but there isn’t even time for that.

God knows all about what you are facing this week, and he cares. Think about what you know is true about him. He is powerful. He is consistent. That applies to his words and his actions: What he says, he will do—powerfully.

Now trust his words and put yourself into God’s loving arms. Mary did. Say as she did, “I am your daughter who longs to serve you. I trust your words. Do your work, for I have confidence that it is good.”

Here are two of God’s powerful assurances from the Bible: He will be with you, and he will not leave you. Believe them. They’re for you.


What is impossible with men is possible with God.

Luke 18:27 NIV



How Others See It

A prayer that believes in the impossible focuses on faith in a powerful God. A. W. Tozer, in Believing Prayer, said:

“Whatever God can do, faith can do; and whatever faith can do, prayer can do when it is offered in faith. An invitation to prayer is, therefore, an invitation to omnipotence, for prayer engages the Omnipotent God and brings Him into our human affairs. Nothing is impossible to the Christian who prays in faith, just as nothing is impossible with God.”

C. H. Mackintosh felt that the impossible won’t faze the one who prays in faith. In Notes on the Pentateuch he said:

“Faith says, ‘If “impossible” is the only objection, it can be done!’ Faith brings God into the scene, and therefore it knows absolutely nothing of difficulties—it laughs at impossibilities…. Un belief says, ‘How can such and such things be?’ It is full of ‘Hows’; but faith has one great answer to ten thousand ‘hows,’ and that answer is—God.”




Zooming In

A betrothal in Mary’s time was considered the beginning of the union between a man and a woman. It became legally binding when the man, or his messenger, handed the woman a small amount of money or a letter stating his intentions. This was done before witnesses and then couldn’t be dissolved except by divorce.

Today’s use of a bridal veil dates back to ancient times. A Jewish bride wore her hair loose but carefully covered her head and hair with a veil. The veil was a symbol of the woman’s modesty and virtue. One very ancient belief was that evil spirits could gain power over a woman whose head was uncovered.








God is aware of the weight of your present circumstance. Let him carry it for you. Let him show you his limitless capacity to meet the impossible.





Through the Eyes of Your Heart

When you’re worn out, it’s easy to begin to think God can’t help you. What is one way you can take time to rest so you can renew your perspective?

[image: image]

God cared about Mary’s concerns, questions, and feelings. He cares about yours, too. Write a note to God about your impossible situation. What might he tell you in response?

[image: image]

God is consistent. His words are powerful. What he has said, he will do. These are trust reminders. What reminders will help you place the “impossible” in the realm of the “possible”?

[image: image]









Hiding from Love


Toward evening they heard the LORD God walking about in the garden, so they hid themselves among the trees. The LORD God called to Adam, “Where are you?” He replied, “I heard you, so I hid. I was afraid because I was naked.”

Genesis 3:8–10 NLT






The Big Picture

From the beginning of time people have been hiding from God in one way or another. Amazing—the created hiding from the Creator.

Out of nothing God created. Each of the six days of his loving labor and design brought something completely new, magnificent, and alive. On the last day God created Adam. He made him the keeper of a garden in Eden and told him, “Eat and enjoy the fruit of every tree in this garden, but not the fruit from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. You will surely die the day you eat from that tree.” That same day God also made a companion for Adam. Her name was Eve. He created both in his image. What an honor.

And then God rested.

No one knows how much time lapsed between that seventh day—the day of rest—and what came next. It might have been the following day that the serpent visited the garden. His name? Satan. He had once been a glorious angel created to worship God. Instead he craved to be worshipped above God. Pride consumed him. He revolted and became God’s vilest adversary. On that day in the garden, Satan launched his plan to strengthen his rebellion and destroy God’s most beloved creation—mankind.

Eve was alone. The serpent cunningly lured her with questions and lies that implied God was not to be trusted. Why obey him? Every tree but one? God holds back the best from you. Eat the fruit. You won’t die. You’ll become as gods, knowing good and evil. Don’t you want to be wise?

The fruit grew appealing to Eve. She ate it and encouraged Adam to do the same. Snap. The trap had sprung. At that moment innocence died. Adam and Eve realized they were naked, and that, for the first time, was shameful. They twisted giant leaves around themselves. The foliage worked for their bodies, but not their souls.

When God walked through the garden toward them, Adam and Eve hid among the trees in fear. In answer to God’s call, Adam cried out, “I heard you, but I was afraid. I am naked.” God questioned him as to who told him he was naked, and if they had eaten from the tree. Did they disobey him? He knew they had. They knew it was wrong. Adam pointed to Eve. Eve said the serpent tricked her. Behind blame, the created hid from the Creator.


Leave the broken, irreversible past in God’s hands, and step out into the invincible future with Him.

Oswald Chambers



Take a Closer Look

You see a lot of hiding and covering up going on in this story. Satan approached Eve first. Imagine her shame as she hid. Imagine her fear of punishment, possibly death. A closer look reveals that God came to restore the broken relationship. Eve didn’t know it yet, but she was hiding from love.

In Eve’s reaction to hide from God with Adam, you see characteristics of an established relationship. She knew it was God walking in the garden. When God called out, she recognized his voice. Even more, she knew they had disobeyed God. That mattered to her.

On God’s side of things, you see his pursuit. Yes, there would be consequences for Eve and Adam’s actions—many in fact. But at that moment, he came in the cool of the day, the calm of the evening. He didn’t charge into the garden; he walked. Though he knew where his beloved ones hid, he called out, “Where are you?” and gave them an opportunity to answer. In her nakedness and shame, could Eve respond with Adam, “I am here”? Could she come out of hiding? When she finally did, she found God still wanted to love her.




God loves each of us as if there were only one of us.

Saint Augustine





Apply It to Your Life

It’s amazing what shame can do to you. It skews your perspective and convinces you that you’re disappointing and irreconcilably bad. That kind of shame feels so awful, you feel you have to hide.

It could be that the same enemy who distorted the truth, and lured Eve, may be whispering lies to you: Look at what you’ve done. See how you’ve hurt people, disappointed many. You’re weak. You’re worthless. Who needs you? Even God doesn’t want you.

This enemy would be delighted if you gave up. From the beginning, he has plotted to destroy God’s design of you as a woman. He would be happy to convince you that you are hopelessly caught in the snares of your shame.

But you are not. Listen as God softly walks toward you, calling, “Where are you?” He pursues you in love. Hear him? What have you done, my daughter, my beloved? Come, receive mercy and healing. You are worth everything to me. I cannot lose you.

No matter what you’ve done, it won’t stop him from seeking out a healing relationship with you. Shame is powerful, but it doesn’t have to keep you in hiding.


Whenever we are in need, we should come bravely before the throne of our merciful God. There we will be treated with undeserved kindness, and we will find help.

Hebrews 4:16 CEV



How Others See It

God’s anger and love at the moment of Adam and Eve’s disobedience are not in opposition to one another. In his book The God Who Loves, John MacArthur addressed this:

“His wrath is not inconsistent with His love. Because He so completely loves what is true and right, He must hate all that is false and wrong. Because He so perfectly loves His children, He seeks what blesses and edifies them, and hates all that curses and debases them. Therefore, His wrath against sin is actually an expression of His love for His people.”

Matthew Henry, in Matthew Henry’s Commentary of the Whole Bible, called God’s question “Where are you?” a “gracious pursuit.” What he said of Adam also applied to Eve:

“If God had not called to him, to reclaim him, his condition would have been as desperate as that of fallen angels; this lost sheep would have wandered endlessly, if the good Shepherd had not sought after him, to bring him back, and, in order to that, reminded him where he was, where he should not be, and where he could not be either happy or easy.”




Zooming In

The Hebrew word used for the type of leaves Adam and Eve used to cover themselves is te’enah, meaning “fig.” Some say the leaves came from a tree similar to an Indian fig, under which fifty horsemen might find shade away from a noonday sun. The span of these leaves is said to be that of an Amazonian shield.

The location of the mysterious Garden of Eden has been investigated since ancient times. Two of its four rivers are still in existence today—the Tigris and the Euphrates. The other two are entirely unknown, even in ancient history. Current thought is that the garden might be buried within what is now the Persian Gulf.








You are a woman of God’s design. God comes to you with his love, calling you out of hiding, calling you to himself.





Through the Eyes of Your Heart

What are some of the lies you have believed that are keeping you bound in shame? As a woman created in God’s image, what truths can you believe instead?

[image: image]

Sit in a cool garden and imagine God calling, “Where are you?” Are there ways you are afraid of him?

[image: image]

“I am here” is a responsive step out of hiding. Can you trust God to love you out of shame, bringing you back into relationship with him?

[image: image]









An Endless Gift


The woman said, “I am surprised that you ask me for a drink, since you are a Jewish man and I am a Samaritan woman.” (Jewish people are not friends with Samaritans.) Jesus said, “If you only knew the free gift of God and who it is that is asking you for water, you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.”

John 4:9–10 NCV






The Big Picture

Weariness of life parches the soul. Every footstep through the day feels increasingly heavy and difficult. Whether from circumstances or regretted choices, the Samaritan woman might have felt that way as she traveled to the well.

The well sat outside the town of Sychar in Samaria. Though nearer sources of water existed, it was better to get her water farther away, and when the sun was high in the sky. The other Samaritan women wouldn’t fetch water at that time. No one would sneer at her and whisper behind her back: There’s that wretched woman who has had many husbands. Stay away from her.

As she worked her way along the road, she might have passed twelve Jewish men traveling toward town to purchase that day’s provisions. She wouldn’t speak to them. They’d never speak to her. She was a Samaritan. Jews had a long-standing feud with the Samaritans, seeing them as a mixed breed, cursed, and not fit to live. Just being a woman, the men might avoid her—especially her.

Jesus sat at the side of the well waiting. He’d be there until the disciples returned with their purchases. But before they came back, he’d be there for the Samaritan woman.

She arrived carrying her empty water pot and noticed the stranger—another Jew—sitting by the well. She would get her water and leave.

“Could I have a drink?” he asked.

Startled, she turned to him. “You’re a Jew. Why is it that you’re asking me, a Samaritan woman, for a drink? Jews don’t want anything to do with Samaritans.”

Instead of reacting to her defensive reply, with compassion he told her something even more mystifying: “If you understood the gift of God, and who it is who is asking you for water, you would have asked him for living water.”

She then challenged him on two accounts: the impossibility of drawing flowing water from the deep well, and how he could claim to be greater than Jacob, their honored ancestor who built the well.

In the next moments, Jesus led the Samaritan woman on a journey of revelation. This man knew the awful secrets of her life. He challenged her to live differently. She would discover that he was the Messiah. The gift of living water was his everlasting mercy. It was a different kind of water. With his water, she’d never be thirsty in her soul again.


Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be filled.

Matthew 5:6 NKJV



Take a Closer Look

The woman was surprised that Jesus ignored the prejudices of his Jewish culture. But notice, absolutely nothing of what happened surprised Jesus. He arrived in Samaria with a determined plan to give a gift, and he would begin with a particular woman at a well.

Jesus had never met this woman, but he knew all about her. He knew her heart. His words were filled with compassion as he spoke specifically to her beliefs and her life. He knew what traditions mattered to her, and how she worshipped and lived. He used a picture snapped from the toil of her daily existence: the real condition of thirst, and the drudgery of going for water every day. He turned that into an offer for living water.

He carefully laid bare all that would keep her from this living water—a hardness, a belief, a lie. Each revelation freed her a little more. And then he shared another that would free her forever: “I am the Messiah you have waited for. The grace I give is like living water that never stops flowing.”

The Samaritan woman came to the well, alone, with an empty water pot and an empty life. Jesus gave her a gift that never ends, and she walked away full.




As rivers, the nearer they come to the ocean whither they tend, the more they increase their waters, and speed their streams; so will grace flow more fully and freely in its near approaches to the ocean of glory.

John Owen





Apply It to Your Life

A difficult past can dim the present. Even if you feel as if you’re a different person today, memories and regrets cast their long shadows. Labels, either others’ or your own, are hard to shake. You begin to believe them after a while.

The Samaritan woman might have felt that way, too. She went to the well alone. Her choices and circumstances made her an outcast, but she probably hoped her life would get better. Jesus took the time with her, alone, and carefully showed her who he was and who she could become. She could be freed from her past.

Jesus knows you as well as he knew the Samaritan woman—every detail, every hurt, every mistake. He knows your toil. He knows your loneliness. You have sat by your well of hurts day after day, but now he offers you his living water. Take it. Let it wash away the labels, memories, and regrets—forever.

Now see yourself as he sees you. You are beautiful. You are loved. You are forgiven.

Remember these truths the next time you are discouraged by the shadows of your past. Remember that Jesus comes to you personally, to encourage you toward all you can become. Spend time at his well.


O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my body longs for you, in a dry and weary land where there is no water.

Psalm 63:1 NIV



How Others See It

The story highlights the interaction between an individual and Jesus. The result was a dramatic change of heart. J. Alexander Findlay, in The Fourth Gospel, said:

“Jesus came to the fountain as a hunter…. He threw a grain before one pigeon that He might catch the whole flock…. She tried to get the better of the thirsty man, she showed her dislike of the Jew, she heckled the Rabbi, she was swept off her feet by the prophet, and she adored the Christ.”

Brent Riggs, author of Daily Devotions at seriousfaith.com, warned about the wrong places to quench your thirst:

“We all thirst. It’s part of our nature. We thirst for happiness. We thirst for love. We thirst for fulfillment. We thirst for contentment. We thirst for completion. And we thirst for restoration…. The world claims to quench your thirst with materialism, pleasure, drugs, achievement, or recreation. Oh, it does quench your thirst temporarily. But like the sun rising in the east, it will return like clockwork. Jesus offers the drink which quenches, satisfies, and fills.”




Zooming In

“Living water” was a common expression in ancient times, and referred to water that flowed, like that from streams, rivers, and fountains. These waters were called “living” because they continued to flow rather than grow stagnant. Traditionally, rabbis have used water that flowed for ritual purification.

For more than twenty-three centuries, Samaritans have believed the well mentioned in John 4 was the one built by the Jacob of the book of Genesis. Such a well still exists today near Sychar. An explorer in AD 670 said it was 240 feet deep. In 1861 it was reported to be only 75 feet deep.








Jesus comes to sit at your well, and offers an endless gift—his Spirit living inside you. He comes to you—personally—knowing all that might keep you from enjoying his gift.





Through the Eyes of Your Heart

What do you find in your well of regrets and hurts? What do you long for instead? Will it free you?

[image: image]

Jesus sees the beautiful person you can be, not the labels you’re hanging on to. When you shed those, what do you see?

[image: image]

Are there loved ones you have hurt? Each request for forgiveness can bury one of your regrets. What might you do or say?

[image: image]









Perplexed and at Peace


He who observes the wind will not sow, and he who regards the clouds will not reap. As you do not know what is the way of the wind, or how the bones grow in the womb of her who is with child, so you do not know the works of God who makes everything.

Ecclesiastes 11:4–5 NKJV






The Big Picture

In the early days of his reign, Solomon dedicated his kingdom to God and sought his wisdom. At a place called Gibeon, God asked Solomon, in a dream, to name what he wanted to receive. Solomon humbly asked for understanding and discernment. God replied, “I will give you a wise and discerning mind.” Further, because he had not asked for them, God gave Solomon unmatched riches and honor. He made one request: remain faithful—keep my commandments.

King Solomon demonstrated his wisdom through the administration of his kingdom and the execution of God’s plans to build the temple in Jerusalem. He studied sciences and wrote proverbs and songs. He was renowned for his insightful judgments. But then he began to grapple with the possibilities of wealth, honor, possessions, and pleasure. After much extravagant living, he set out to study the meaning of life. He wrote a book, which was his way of gathering his listeners to tell them, “Behold, this is what I’ve found.”

At times, his Ecclesiastic proverbs poured lightly from his pen, but his discourses were heavy with reminders of the futility of his pursuits. He had concluded that riches and honors were meaningless, like “chasing after the wind.” They could be good, possibly, if one were blessed by God.

He then told his listeners how they could make the most of their life in this meaningless world. He said the future was uncertain, and since gathering riches was meaningless, they would do well to share their abundance. He also advised them to be diligent in all they did. For the latter, he turned to the images of wind and rain. Both were inevitable, and beyond anyone’s control. Since that was the case, he encouraged his listeners to be diligent and to work hard. Beyond anyone’s comprehension were God’s mysteries, like patterns of the wind, or how a baby develops in the womb. He advised that these mysteries not be deterrents to their diligence either.

King Solomon then spoke briefly to his younger listeners. He concluded by saying that wisdom itself was profound and difficult to discern. Even more, God’s ways were complex, and much would remain a mystery. So, at the end of his searching, the king reached back to the directive once given in a dream: Fear God and keep his commandments. Living this out, he said, was what mattered most.

Earth’s crammed with heaven, and every common bush afire with God; but only he who sees, takes off his shoes—the rest sit round it and pluck blackberries.
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