
1 
 

What a Friend We Have In Jesus 

John 4: 1-26 

 There’s an old hymn that has a LOT of power right now.  We’re trying so hard to navigate our way 

through what feels like a CRISIS.  We’re trying so hard to keep one another healthy.  And over the last week 

or so, we’ve learned a lot about what that requires.  It requires a lot of sacrifice.  We can’t go about our lives 

as usual.  Aside from perhaps a trip to the CVS or to the supermarket, most of us are stuck at home.  Stores, 

shops, restaurants, and even gyms are closed.  My dentist’s office closed and had to reschedule my 

appointment this week (oh, the horrors).  The kids are home from school, and worse yet is the fact that we 

can’t even gather in groups of 10 or more – so churches are closed.  Many of us are either working from home 

or we’re out of work altogether.  And most of all, we miss getting together with our friends.  So what better 

time IS there than RIGHT NOW to sing the very poignant words to one of our favorite hymns:  “What a 

Friend We  Yes, it’s an old, old hymn but it still touches us very deeply, especially today.  But have you ever 

considered what a wonderful thing it would be to turn that hymn around and say instead, “What a JESUS we 

have in friends.”  I really LOVE that thought, especially now, because it’s TRUE, isn’t it?  We really NEED 

people who are true friends.  But what IS it, do you think, that makes someone a real friend – not just an 

acquaintance, not just a co-worker, not just a neighbor, but a real friend?  Well, here’s what I want to propose 

as the definition of a true friend – they are someone in whom we can see Jesus.  Because, just like Jesus, 

they’re always there for us no matter what – we know we can count on them for anything – no questions 

asked, no assumptions made, no judgments against us – they’re simply ready and willing to be there for us in 

both in our good times and DEFINITELY in our bad times.  And, of course, this past week or so has been one 

of the most troubled and troubling times any of us have ever experienced.  So this is a time to allow our true 

friends to actually BE Christ to us just by their presence – of course, at this point in time, it might just be a 

text message or a phone call, but they are still there for us.  And I hope we are returning the favor.  So today, 

as we continue to socially isolate ourselves out of necessity, let’s be sure to give THANKS for all of our good 

Christian friends who love us, who support us, and who hold us accountable to Christ and to our faith.  Be 
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sure to reach out to them today and to share the love and fellowship of our Lord with one another.  This is a 

time when we need each other more than ever. 

 I saw a story posted online by a Methodist minister whose name is Tom and who serves a church 

somewhere in the Midwest.  He told a story about something he makes time for every month – he goes 

downtown to the homeless shelter to help serve those in need.  He said that one day, after everyone had eaten, 

he invited the whole group of them, as usual, to join him in the little chapel there at the shelter.  He wanted 

them to join him for Holy Communion. 

 On this particular night, as he was serving Communion, he noticed a man standing there who looked 

as though he’d been out on the streets for a long time.  The man looked up at Tom and whispered to him, 

“Skip me.”  Tom said, “Pardon me?”  In an even LOUDER whisper, the man said, “I’m not worthy.”  Tom 

said to him, “Neither am I.”  And then he said, “I’ll tell you what.  Let me finish serving Communion to these 

other people.  I’ll come back and serve YOU, and THEN, I want you to serve Communion to ME.”  The man 

looked surprised, and said, “Is that legal?”  Tom answered – “Yes, it’s legal, and that’s exactly what we’ll 

do.” 

 So after everyone else had been served, Tom came back to the man and said to him, “What’s your 

name?”  And the man said, “Josh.”  Tom offered him the bread and the cup and said to him, “Josh, here is the 

Body and Blood of Christ given for you.  Eat and drink this in remembrance that Christ came for you and 

Christ died for you.  Amen.” 

 Josh blinked back some tears in his eyes – and he received the bread and the cup.  Then, Tom handed 

HIM the Communion elements and said to him: “Now, you serve me.”  Josh nervously took the tray and again 

he asked, “Are you sure this is okay?” 
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 Tom said that Josh’s eyes started darting back and forth as he looked over this shoulder and then his 

other shoulder, as if he expected, at any moment, the police, or the FBI, or CIA or even the POPE to come 

marching in and arrest him. 

 FINALLY, he offered Tom the bread and the cup. 

 This is what Tom wrote in his blog – he said, “Of all the Communion rituals I’ve ever been a part of, 

Holy Communion for ME had never been more “Holy.” 

 Josh walked out of the shelter that night with an extra spring in his step, and someone reported that he 

went everywhere saying, “You won’t believe what I did today.”  

 What a great story of love and grace, acceptance and forgiveness, reconciliation, bridge-building – 

EXACTLY what an encounter with the living Christ OUGHT to be.  What a great example of someone just 

making the decision to be PRESENT to another person, someone really in need of God’s presence – which 

came to him through his encounter with Tom. 

 TODAY, our Gospel reading is ANOTHER story of grace, acceptance, forgiveness, reconciliation and 

bridge-building.  It’s a story about Jesus being present for someone – just being there for a someone who 

needed Him SO MUCH.  She had done absolutely nothing to merit His attention that day; she had done 

nothing to earn His forgiveness – what we know about her is that she was a sinner– she had done absolutely 

nothing to deserve His love.  But Jesus FREELY gave it away – He was the one who took the initiative to 

reach out to her.  He was the one who sought HER out. 

 In the story we find Jesus at a place called Jacob’s well.  His disciples had gone into town to buy some 

bread, and Jesus came upon a woman who had come there to draw water.  The two of them were apparently 

alone – probably because it was noontime, the hottest time of day.  It was the time of day when most people 

stayed AWAY from the well.  Instead, they would all congregate early in the morning before the heat became 
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so unbearable.  The only people who ever came to this well at noontime were people who, for some reason, 

were hoping they wouldn’t run into anyone else.  Now, the barriers between Jesus and this woman were 

many.  For one thing, Jesus was a man.  And she was a woman.  And so it just wasn’t quite proper in that day 

and age that he would speak to her.  You see, Jewish men at the time – they would get out of bed every single 

morning and they would thank God that they had not been born a woman.  So … serious discussions about 

life or about religion or anything else of any importance happened only between the men, but never between a 

man and a woman.  Now, add to that the fact that Jesus was also a Jew – and this woman, of course, was a 

Samaritan.  There had been a feud going on between the Jews and the Samaritans for seven centuries – a long, 

long time.  And so the Jews would have nothing to do with the Samaritans.  In fact, when the Samaritans had 

come down and offered to help the Jews rebuild the Temple, they told them to ‘go back home, you don’t 

belong among us.’  And that’s exactly what they did. 

 By gender, by race, and by religion – Jesus and this Samaritan woman were dramatically different 

from one another.  But Jesus had a way of breaking down every barrier and knocking down every wall that 

separates people one from the other.   

 Which is something that’s at the very heart of the Gospel, isn’t it?  Everything Jesus is ABOUT tells 

us that things like prejudice, bigotry, vengeance, hatred, envy, greed, pride – these are all sinful.  These are all 

dividing walls between people – and therefore, they are all spiritual poisons.  None of us can be spiritually 

healthy if, within our own hearts, we harbor even the tiniest bit of bitterness or anger or any of the other sins 

that have as their main function the building up of walls between people.  So if you’re someone who maybe 

even secretly feels some bitterness toward another person or feels just a little bit superior to a whole group of 

other people – don’t wait around anymore, don’t put it off any longer.  Ask God to help you let go of it.  Ask 

God to change your heart and your attitude … with His help, you can set it right.  Do whatever you have to do 

to break down whatever kind of dividing wall you’ve somehow managed to build around yourself.  Chances 

are, you didn’t mean to build it, but there it is… 
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 You see – the thing that changed that woman’s life at the well that day is the same exact thing that can 

change the whole world.  She was a woman who was looked down upon by everyone in that village.  Which is 

why she came at noontime to draw her water for the day – it was because if she came earlier, she would be 

able to hear the whispers and see the fingers being pointed at her.  Even under the most liberal interpretation 

of the Law of Moses, an individual was permitted only three divorces.  But she had been divorced five times 

and now in her latest relationship, she hadn’t even bothered to go through the pretense of a wedding.  You 

could probably say – and I’m sure the other people in her village DID say – that she was a tramp.  And I’m 

pretty sure she never went to synagogue, because in her mind, she no doubt believed that the voice of God 

would say the same things to her that the people in the village were saying:  “What are you doing here, you 

(pardon the language) slut?”  

 But then Jesus came, and he set aside all that resentment and all that humiliation, and he treated her as 

though she had integrity.  He treated her as though she was someone worth talking to; someone who was 

worth a few moments of His time. 

 There’s something I’ve experienced many times, and I know you have too.  You run into someone you 

haven’t seen in a while, and they say to you, “How are you?”  And almost immediately, they’re off and 

running – either they’ve launched into a story of their own, or they’ve merely said, “How are you?” as a 

nicety – and now they’re on the run – no time to stick around long enough to hear your answer.  Contrast that 

scenario with a real friend, who will ask how you’re doing, and then they’ll look you in the eye and truly want 

to hear whatever you have to tell them. 

 You see, our culture is all about “productivity” – we think we have to CONSTANTLY be doing 

things, solving problems, making plans, producing results.  And so making “people” our priority – slowing 

down, and developing good listening skills, and good PEOPLE skills – none of that is looked upon as being 

particularly productive.  And secondly, the idea of getting together with someone just for the sake of getting 
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together has become a little foreign to us, and so we don’t often take the time to see the Christ in one another 

because we have this uneasy feeling that we ought to be DOING something, or ACCOMPLISHING 

something.  We’re always trying to be so careful not to “waste” our time just be “present” to one another. 

 But, you see, God’s love is the thing that needs to shape all of our relationships.  God’s glory is the 

thing that needs to touch all of our ordinary lives, so that he can live in us and through us, and we can 

experience Him through our relationships to other people. 

 Real friends ask, “How are you doing” and then they stick around long enough to find out the answer.  

Which is exactly what Jesus would do. 

 The Samaritan woman left her water jar that day, and she ran back to the village anxious to be around 

people for the first time in years. She was anxious to tell them what had happened to her.  She wasn’t afraid of 

them., and she didn’t go out of her way to avoid them as usual.  She said to them, “Come, see a man who told 

me everything I ever did.  Could this be the Christ?”  You see, friends are like that, you know – they know us 

just as we are and they love us anyway.  JUST as Jesus Christ knew and loved her.  Just as the hymn says – 

What a friend we have in Jesus!  And let’s turn that around again -- what a JESUS we have in our friends! 

 A REALLY good friend LAUGHS at your jokes when they aren’t so funny, and they sympathize with 

your problems even when they’re not so bad.  Friends will always pick us up when we’re down.  They’ll 

always hold us accountable when we stray from the path.  They offer us help when we need it.  They give us 

HOPE when we have none.  And, of course, they ask us, “How are you?” and they wait around for an answer.   

 Are you lucky enough to have a friend like that?  I hope you do.  I ALSO hope that NONE of us are 

racking our brains or scratching our heads trying to decide whether or not we have a friend like that.  Because 

we do.  We have Jesus.  Amen. 
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Please take a moment now to listen to Alabama sing “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” by clicking on 

the link below.  Have a blessed day!     Pastor Janice 

  

  

  


