SS. Invitation.03. Breaking Cultural Barriers

This morning, we continue our series on building a “Culture of Invitation” focusing on the
principle of “Breaking Cultural Barriers” by looking at Jesus’ encounter with the
Samaritan women that is recorded in John chapter 4

What is a “Cultural Barrier”
- It’s an obstacle, hindrance, or complication that makes difficult or prevents communication,
understanding, and cooperation between people because of different “cultural backgrounds”
- “Cultural barriers” are based on and arise from different worldviews, beliefs, values, language,
history, traditions and ways of doing things, with examples being:

(a) Language and words: Cultures and groups have their own words, idioms, slang, or
tones that make communication, understanding and translation difficult

(b) Body language: Hand gestures, eye contact, and personal space mean different things
in different cultures

(c) Directness: Some groups like very direct talk, while others prefer polite and indirect
conversation

(d) Views on time: Cultures have different ideas about being on time, schedules, along
with the beginning and ending of an event

(e) Clothing: Clothing and ornaments symbolize different cultural ideas and meanings

(f) Stereotypes: Assumptions about a person based on their group can be inaccurate

While we see the principle of “breaking,” or “crossing,” cultural barriers in various places
in Scripture, an excellent example of this is Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman in
recorded in John 4:3-30, and reading verses 3-10

- John 4:3-10 = He left Judea and departed again for Galilee. * And he had to pass through
Samaria. > So he came to a town of Samaria called Sychar, near the field that Jacob had given to
his son Joseph. ¢ Jacob’s well was there; so Jesus, wearied as he was from his journey, was
sitting beside the well. It was about the sixth hour. 7 A woman from Samaria came to draw water.
Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.” ¢ (For his disciples had gone away into the city to buy
food.) ° The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a
woman of Samaria?” (For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.) '° 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.”

The key statement in this passage concerning “Breaking Cultural Barriers” is verse 8, the
response of the woman to Jesus’ request for a drink, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask for a
drink from me, a woman of Samaria?” (For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.)

- The woman’s surprised, inquisitive and bold response is filled with several “cultural barriers”
that exist between people

(1) “How is it that you, a Jew”
- She recognized that He was a “Jew” and her statement contains at least two cultural barriers

(a) Ethnic Barriers



- From the time of the “Tower of Babel,” when God judged mankind by confusing language,
humanity has been divided by ethnic divisions called “#ribes” and “nations” (Gen. 10:1-11:9)

- Just as animals recognize their “kind,” so humans recognize people of their “tribe”

- In many ways, this is the most natural physical cultural barrier

- Typically, a person’s identity and loyalty is based on their “tribe,” often causing them to be
suspicious of or even hostile toward people of other “tribes”

= The “Samaritans” were not “pure” “Jews,” but a mixture of ethnic groups that lived in
the region of Samaria from the time the Assyrians conquered the Northern kingdom of
Israel in 732 B.C. and had imported other ethnic groups into that land who then “mixed”
with the Jewish remnant (2 Kings 17:24)

(b) Religious Theological Barriers
- While ethnic barriers are physical, religious theological cultural barriers are spiritual, making
them deeper and more powerful because they are not necessarily determined by ethnic identity
but are a matter of the heart
- For example, while both Islam and Christianity are composed of people from many different
ethnic backgrounds, there are irreconcilable differences in their religious theological beliefs, with
the greatest sins of Islam being to believe in essential Christian doctrines: the Trinity, that Jesus
is the Son of God, died on the cross and rose from the dead, and salvation by grace through faith
=> As chapter 4 of the Gospel of John goes on to tell us about Jesus’ conversation with the
Samaritan woman, fundamental religious difference surfaced between them about where
and how to worship God (John 4:20-24)

(2) “ask for a drink from me” (For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.)

(¢) Religious Practices Barriers
- The woman’s statement is not based on an ethnic, or what we would today call a “racial”
barrier, but on the religious practices based on the religious worldview and theology concerning
the things would make a person spiritually and ritually “clean” or “unclean” and “defiled”
- Due to the secularization of the Western world, there was the “emptying” of a belief in the
spirit realm with God and gods who prohibit approaching them in a state of “uncleanness”
- For example, we read in the New Testament how the religious Jews were forbidden to eat with
or even enter the house of a non-Jew/Gentile because it would defile them, a belief which
threatened the reality of the unity of Christian Jews and Gentiles (Acts 11:3; Gal. 2:11-14)
=» As is clear in this statement and comment, both the woman and Jesus knew that such a
“religious practice barrier” existed between Jews and Samaritans because “Jews have no
dealings with Samaritans,” and, therefore, a religious “Jew” wouldn’t take a drink of water
from an unclean Samaritan

) “a woman”

(d) Sex/Gender Barriers
- Another natural cultural barrier that can exist is between males and females, men and women
- This difference between males and females is the result of the sovereign creation of God
- Genesis 1:27 = So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him;
male and female he created them.




- This difference is manifested in different rules, social standards, roles, behaviors, ways of
interacting and hierarchy dynamics between males and females in a society

=» The reality of this barrier between Jesus and the woman was unmistakable as she states
that she is not merely a Samaritan but “a woman”

(4) John chapter 4 goes on to state, “The woman answered him, “I have no husband.” Jesus
said to her, “You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; '® for you have had five husbands,
and the one you now have is not your husband” (John 4:17-18)

(e) Ethical Barriers
- A morality barrier is based on a culture’s ethics, morality or mores that influence and control a
person’s conscience regarding doing or not doing something that is right or wrong
- While in one way it would be an obstacle to a person associating with another person they
knew or thought to be immoral, the barrier can operate the other way with person feeling they
should not or cannot associate with another person because they know themselves to be immoral
=> As John chapter 4 records, Jesus had a “word of knowledge” (1 Cor. 12:8) that she had
been married and divorced five times and was now living with a man she wasn’t married
to, which would have been a reason to not speak to her, acknowledge her presence (a
dehumanizing act), or completely withdraw from being around her (total rejection)

Breaking or crossing cultural barriers to share the gospel or to invite a person to a church
event can be very difficult for us for several reasons

(1) The “Homogeneous Unit” Principle

- In the study of missions, it has been observed that people naturally like and are comfortable
with people who are culturally the same as them, which is their “homogeneous unit”

- This is expressed in the proverb, “Birds of a feather flock together”

- While people naturally gravitate to and are comfortable with people like them, because of any
of cultural barrier, they can be uncomfortable with and even avoid people who are different

=> It often takes conscious, intentional effort to cross and bridge this barrier

(2) Ignorance

- The reality is that, without knowing it, we can cross and “violate” a cultural barrier, not only
causing misunderstanding but complete rejection by people of that culture

- For example, when Jesus commissioned and sent out the 70 in pairs, He told them, “Whatever
house you enter, remain in the same house, eating and drinking what they provide” (Luke 10:7)
- In cultures where hospitality is the highest ethic, and eating or drinking a certain food is an act
of honor and respect, Jesus didn’t want them to violate this cultural rule (See 1 Cor. 9:19-23)
= Be aware of and learn about cultural barriers that exist between you and the
“Samaritans” you encounter so you can share Christ and invite them to church

(3) We simply don’t like or “hate” people who are different from us and our “tribe”

- One of the greatest examples of this was the prophet Jonah, who, because of religious and
political differences, when God told him to go to Nineveh to warn them that His judgment would
be executed in 40 days, went the opposite direction and even wanted to die (Jonah 1:3, 12; 4:2)
= We must be motivated by love for God and love for the lost to break and cross barriers



(4) We are disobedient to the Great Commission to “Go and make disciples of all nations”
(Matt. 28:19)

- Breaking and crossing cultural barriers is essential in the work of Mission and can be necessary
in building a “Culture of Invitation”

- It is the purpose of God that people from every tribe, language and nation be saved to become
members of the one “spiritual nation, body, and Church of the Lord Jesus Christ” (Gen. 12:3; Ps,
2:4; Rev. 7:9),

= To fulfill God’s will to “make disciples” we must “go”

(5) We are not filled with the power of the Holy Spirit

- It’s because of the reality of cultural barriers that we must have the power of the Holy Spirit
cross the barrier to preach the gospel and invite people to “come and see”

- It is for this reason Jesus promised, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come

upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the
end of the earth” (Acts 1:8)

This verse identifies four different kinds of people and cultural barriers

(a) Jerusalem - people in our “homogeneous unit,” such as family and friends

(b) Judea - people of the same background but from a wider area and region

(c) Samaria - people who are culturally different yet have some similarities and speak
the same language

(d) End of the earth - people from completely different cultures and languages
=» Just as Jesus had to be empowered by the Holy Spirit, so also must we

(6) We are not aware of what God is doing to be led by the Spirit to break the barrier

- Jesus always saw what the Father was doing and joined Him in it (John 5:19), and this account
reveals that He was led by the Spirit to break the cultural barrier to witness to this woman

- This is seen in the Greek word “dei” that means “divine necessity,” “must,” “something He had
to do” and translated “had to” in verse 2, “he had to pass through Samaria”

- Humanly, like most Jews who took a longer route to avoid Samaria because of cultural barriers,
He didn’t have to go through Samaria, yet the Spirit led Him to a “divine encounter” with this
Samaritan woman which then resulted in the salvation of many (John 4:41)

=> Be alert to what God is doing in people in your life to be led by the Spirit
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(7) We are not praying for “divine encounters”

- In His prayer the night before He was crucified, Jesus prayed for those who would bring the
word to those who would believe in Him, meaning every tribe, tongue and nation (John 17:20)
= Pray for “divine encounters” with different people to share Christ

Questions for Application

(1) Are you seeking to be alert to and aware of cultural barriers that can cause
misunderstanding or offence so you can share Christ effectively?

(2) Are you personally committed to pray for and obey the Great Commission?

(3) Have you been filled with the empowering presence of the Holy Spirit to be a witness?
(4) Are you seeking to “see” what God is doing in the lives of people around you to be alert
to “divine encounters” and led by the Spirit to build a “Culture of Invitation”?




