Sermon for March 8, 2026, The Third Sunday in Lent
Jim Stanton, Lay Preacher

Dear Lord, May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in Your sight.  Amen

Unlike our wet weather in Roxbury in the last week, our readings today take place in a far different environment. We begin with Exodus as the Israelites cross the Sinai Peninsula, a 23,500-square-mile triangular landmass in east Egypt, serving as a strategic land bridge connecting northeast Africa and Asia. Bordered by the Mediterranean and Red Seas, it features a rugged, arid desert landscape with southern mountains—including Mount Sinai where Moses received the 10 Commandments. 

The Israelites have been traveling through the desert in search of the promised land. After days without water in the parched desert with temperatures easily reaching 100 degrees, and without shade or comfort. They are forlorn. Oh why, oh why oh, did they ever leave Egypt where water was plentiful, only to be lost in the desert without a map. 

 The Israelites set camp at Massah and Meribah, a place between the Wilderness of Sin and the Wilderness of Sinai. And quickly began their faithless grumbling. They were already impatient and losing faith.

Surprising, as they were freed from a long history of over 400 years of degradation and slavery, only after God sent a series of horrific plagues that humiliated and ultimately crushed Egypt’s defiant Pharoah. No one could doubt God’s presence was among the Israelites.

And they were questioning, despite that on their journey to the Promised Land, the Israelites had already witnessed many wondrous miracles including the parting of the Red Sea, a visually spectacular feat no one could forget. And God had manifested Himself as a pillar of cloud to guide the Israelites by day and a pillar of fire to comfort them by night. 

Each meal was also a reminder of God’s presence, for food was scarce in the wilderness. God provided manna, “bread from heaven,” that nourished the wanderers until they entered the Promised Land. The Book of Numbers states that the Israelite males aged 20 years and older in the desert during the wandering were over 600,000 strong, and the entire group numbered between 2.5 - 3 million including women and children—far more than could be supported by the Sinai Desert. 

And when the Israelites’ water supply ran low at Massah, the people, who had seen miracle after miracle with their own eyes, began questioning the faithfulness of God.

The congregation of the people of Israel moved on from the wilderness of Sin in stages, according to the commandment of the Lord, and camped at Rephidim, but there was still no water for the people to drink. The people quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water to drink.” And Moses said to them, “Why do you quarrel with me?

Why do you test the Lord?” But the people thirsted there for water, and the people grumbled against Moses and said, “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst?” So, Moses cried to the Lord, “What shall I do with this people? They are almost ready to stone me.” 

And the Lord said to Moses, “Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb, and you shall strike the rock, and water shall come out of it, and the people will drink.” And Moses did so, in the sight of the elders of Israel. But alas, the impatient Israelites had tested the Lord by saying, “Is the Lord among us or not?” 

And their faithlessness appeared again soon after the incident at the rock in Horeb, when in fear rather than in faith failed to enter the promised land and God punished the Israelites with 40 years of wandering in the wilderness. The LORD is angry and declares that “not one of them will see the land I promised to their ancestors” – except Joshua and Caleb.

But let us not be too hasty in condemning the Israelites for their faithlessness, for if we examine ourselves honestly, we, too, may discover we are of little faith. How often do we doubt the goodness of God in times of difficulty? How often do we question the faithfulness of God when troubles arise? 

And let us not feel superior to the grumbling Israelites by saying, “If I had seen the parting of a sea or tasted bread from heaven, I could never doubt God.”  We have the Bible in its entirety to instruct and encourage us, the indwelling of the Holy Spirit to comfort and guide us, and a long history of blessings to remind us that God has, is, and will always be faithful. Yet we still doubt God at times.
       When faced with needs, Jesus has told us we are to “ask, seek, and knock”. He did not say we are to “grumble, complain, and whine.” 
         It is interesting to note that Massah, the name given to the place where the Israelites provoked God, means “trial” or “temptation,” for the people tested the Lord rather than trusting in Him. Moses also called the place Meribah, which means “strife.” May our steadfast faith in the Lord keep us from pitching our tents in Massah and Meribah.

And in Romans 5 we turn the page to another reminder of faith.
“Since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand; and we boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God.”

Because of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross, the righteousness of God is given to all who believe, who have faith. Because the price is paid in full by Jesus, God’s justice towards us is eternally satisfied.  We have a standing in grace – in God’s unmerited favor. This grace is given through Jesus and gained by our faith.

A standing in grace reassures us: God’s present attitude towards the believer in Christ Jesus is one of favor, seeing all in terms of joy, beauty, and pleasure. He doesn’t just love us; He likes us because we are with Jesus.
Standing in grace means that we don’t have to prove we are worthy of God’s love and God is our friend.
The door of access is permanently open to Him -- we just need to remember to knock and ask in prayer.
The reconciliation between God and man has delivered the confidence that man shall escape God’s wrath through faith and sacrifice and shall find joyful hope in God.
And in today’s Gospel, John 4, we learn more about living water – the water of faith and transformation. Jesus came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot of ground that Jacob had given to his son Joseph. Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting by the well. 
It was about noon. A Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.”
The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that You, being a Jew, ask a drink from me, a Samaritan woman?” For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.
To appreciate her response, we need to understand attitudes among Jews about the Samaritans.  Although the road through Samaria was the shortest route from Jerusalem to Galilee, pious Jews often avoided it. They did so because there was a deep distrust and dislike between many of the Jewish people and the Samaritans. Disliking them even more than Gentiles – because they were, religiously speaking, “half-breeds” who had an eclectic, mongrel faith built in part on the lessons of the Jewish people but diverged after a schism. For an example, of the animosity, the Samaritans built their own temple to Yahweh on Mount Gerizim, the location they believed chosen by God for a holy temple, but the Jews burned it around 128 B.C. believing God only resided at Jerusalem's Temple Mount, where current Orthodox Jews maintain that the third and final Temple will be built when the Messiah comes.
But John showed us, Jesus has something to say to those despised by the religious establishment and their present society – he is breaking boundaries and strict social conventions to share the word of God.
Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.” 
Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.” The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw water.”
Jesus speaks with her about her life – telling her details of her sinful past that there was no way for him to know. She responds “Sir, I see that you are a prophet. Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you say that the place where people must worship is in Jerusalem.”  And he responds: But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for the Father is seeking such to worship Him. God is Spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth.”  With these words Jesus described the basis for true worship: it is not found only in specific places and formal trappings, but in spirit and in truth.
To worship in spirit means you are concerned with spiritual realities, not so much with places or outward sacrifices, cleansings, and ornamentation.
To worship in truth means you worship according to the whole counsel of God’s word, especially considering the New Testament revelation. It also means that you come to God in truth, not in pretense or a mere display of spirituality.
The Samaritan woman was so impressed by the love of Jesus that she now sought out her fellow villagers, even when they had treated her as an outcast before. Jesus displayed so much love and such a sense of security that she felt safe with Him even when her sin was exposed. It’s important for the followers of Jesus to give people today a safe place to confess their sin, repent, and put their trust in Jesus.
In the meantime, His disciples urged Him to nourishment, saying, “Rabbi, eat.” But He said to them, “I have food to eat of which you do not know.” Then the disciples said to one another, “Has anyone brought Him anything to eat?” Jesus said to them, “My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me, and to finish His work.”  Jesus did not have His focus primarily on the work, the need, the strategy, the techniques, or even the needy soul. First and foremost, His focus was on doing the will of “Him who sent Me.”
The experience of countless others through the centuries has proved Jesus true in this statement. There is nothing more satisfying than doing the work of God, work that is unique to each believer. 
And many more Samaritans believed because of Jesus’ words. They said to the woman, “Now we believe, not because of what you said, for now, we ourselves have heard Him and we know that this is indeed the Christ, the Savior of the world.” They came to a deeper personal faith in Jesus as both Messiah and the Savior of the world – of all peoples.
A savior who acknowledges the need to repair the systems that promote injustice and division. The Samaritan Woman was the victim of an oppressive and divisive system, the ultimate outsider. By the end of the story, Jesus and this woman have overcome the boundaries of gender, ethnicity, and religious affiliation as well as a history of violent conflict.  And they have spread the word of God.
Today let us each find our own path to bring peace and spread the promise of the living water of eternal life. 
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