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Old Stories for a New Day:  The Woman at the Well     John 4:1-42    8/9/15 

 One of the characteristics of young people today is a desire to serve 

others, to make a difference in the world.  I think that impulse comes from 

God, and I applaud it.  However, I wonder if our young people will be able 

to sustain their desire to serve others as they encounter the inevitable 

discouragements and setbacks that come with such work, and as their lives 

become more cluttered.  I think our Bible story today has something to say 

to them.   

It’s the well-known story of Jesus’ encounter with a Samaritan woman 

at Jacob’s well.  The story speaks to anyone who needs the spiritual 

strength to serve others or who has a sense of spiritual emptiness.  It also 

speaks to the issue of divisions among people of faith as well as the 

challenge of sharing our faith with others.  I hope you’ll find something for 

you as well look at it together. 

3(Jesus) left Judea and started back to Galilee. 4But he had to go through 

Samaria. 5So he came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot of 

ground that Jacob had given to his son Joseph. 6Jacob’s well was there, 

and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting by the well. It was about 

noon. (John 4:3-6) 
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 Jesus had decided to return home from Judea after doing some 

ministry there.  It was about a 3-day walk if you took the shortcut through 

Samaria.  One thing I like about these verses is that they remind us of 

Jesus’ humanity, which is important because that’s how we know Jesus 

understands us!  Some people are so focused on maintaining the divinity of 

Jesus, that they forget that he was fully human, a real flesh and blood man.  

Here, we’re told that he was tired after walking half the day.  And, as we’ll 

soon see, he was also thirsty.   

7A Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, “Give me 

a drink.” 8(His disciples had gone to the city to buy food.) 9The Samaritan 

woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman 

of Samaria?” (Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans.) (John 

4:7-9) 

 There was animosity between Jews and Samaritans that went back 

over 800 years.  Periodically, skirmishes and even wars broke out between 

them.  The Samaritans built a temple on Mt. Gerazim and worshiped God 

there, which was an affront to Jews who believed true worship of God could 

only happen at the Jerusalem temple.  When a Jewish general destroyed 

the Samaritan temple, it further inflamed things between the groups.  By 

the time of our story, good Jews avoided contact with Samaritans as much 

as possible, but Jesus clearly was not bound by such conventions.  He 
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starts a conversation with this Samaritan woman, asking her for a drink.  

She is understandably surprised that he would even speak to her. 

There are deep divisions between religious people today.  There are 

even divisions between Christians.  Did you know that there are 20 different 

varieties of Presbyterians in this country?  Or, that the Presbyterian Church 

of Mexico has broken fellowship with our denomination over the issue of 

homosexuality.  And, of course, there are deep divisions and even violence 

between Christians, Muslims, Hindus, etc.  In this story, Jesus is not afraid 

to bridge religious divisions, while holding fast to his own beliefs.  Maybe 

we can learn something here!  The story continues.  

10Jesus 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.” 11The woman said to him, “Sir, you 

have no bucket, and the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? 

12Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and with 

his sons and his flocks drank from it?” 13Jesus said to her, “Everyone who 

drinks of this water will be thirsty again, 14but 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.” 15The 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.” (John 4:10-15) 
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Jesus goes all spiritual on her, using the precious commodity of  

water to make a spiritual point.  He promises to give her living water, which 

she understood to mean running water, since that’s how the word was 

usually used.  She comments that he doesn’t have a bucket to get any kind 

of water!  Jesus then makes the outrageous statement that he can supply 

her with water that will quench her thirst forever, “water gushing up to 

eternal life.”   

What does he mean by this?  It’s a little murky here, but a few 

chapters later, he makes it clear when he says, “Let anyone who is thirsty 

come to me... As the Scripture has said, ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall 

flow rivers of living water.’  Now he said this about the Spirit, which 

believers in him were to receive…”  (John 7:37-39)  Jesus is telling the 

woman about the promise that God’s Spirit will indwell all of his followers.  

This is a remarkable promise- that the Creator of the universe can live 

within us.  The Spirit lives within us and will encourage us, sustain us, 

strengthen us, direct us, and comfort us, and even convict us of sin when 

we fail to be the people God is calling us to be.  For those who are called to 

serving others, the Spirit replenishes our compassion and energy when we 

run out of them.  This is the promise of the presence of the Spirit of God 

within us! 
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Unfortunately, this wonderful metaphor is wasted on the woman, who 

asks for literal everlasting water so she won’t have to make the daily trip to 

the well!  So Jesus takes a different, more direct tact with her.  

16Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come back.” 17The woman 

answered him, “I have no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are right in 

saying, ‘I have no husband’; 18for you have had five husbands, and the one 

you have now is not your husband. What you have said is true!” 19The 

woman said to him, “Sir, I see that you are a prophet. 20Our ancestors 

worshiped on this mountain, but you say that the place where people must 

worship is in Jerusalem.” 21Jesus said to her, “Woman, believe me, the 

hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain 

nor in Jerusalem. 22You worship what you do not know; we worship what 

we know, for salvation is from the Jews. 23But the hour is coming, and is 

now here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and 

truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship him. 24God is spirit, and 

those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.” 25The woman said 

to him, “I know that Messiah is coming” (who is called Christ). “When he 

comes, he will proclaim all things to us.” 26Jesus said to her, “I am he, the 

one who is speaking to you.” (John 4:16-26) 

 The first verses of this section clarify some things.  The ancient 

reader would have wondered what this woman was doing alone at a well 
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outside of town in the middle of the day.  Women almost always came to 

draw water together early in the morning, and there was a perfectly good 

well inside her town.  It’s likely that the reputation of this woman made it so 

that no one wanted to have any social contact with her.  That’s why she 

came alone to that well outside of town when she did.  She was very alone.  

Jesus knew about her sin, but it didn’t keep him from reaching out to her.  

Once again, he transcended barriers to reach out to people. 

 After Jesus demonstrates his knowledge of her life, she tries to flatter 

him by calling him a prophet, and then tries to entangle him in a theological 

debate concerning whether people should worship God on Mt. Gerazim 

(like the Samaritans) or in Jerusalem (like the Jews).  Instead of joining the 

debate, Jesus makes a complete paradigm shift, saying that the location of 

worship is not nearly as important as the condition of the heart.  Worship 

God in spirit and truth, he says.  After hearing Jesus’ answer, she seems to 

slough it off by saying that when the Messiah comes, he’ll clear all these 

things up.  Then Jesus brings her up short by claiming that he is the 

Messiah! 

 Both Jews and Samaritans were looking for the coming of a Messiah, 

a long-promised deliverer who would save the people from foreign 

occupation and bring about a whole new age of peace.  They were looking 

for a military conqueror.  But that’s not what God had in mind.  Jesus was a 
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different kind of Messiah, more a shepherd than a general, more a teacher 

than a ruler.  And not just a Savior for the Jewish or Samaritan people, but 

a Savior of the entire world!  Not what they were expecting, but Jesus was 

something even better!  What happens next?  (SLIDE #6) 

27Just then his disciples came. They were astonished that he was speaking 

with a woman, but no one said, “What do you want?” or, “Why are you 

speaking with her?” 28Then the woman left her water jar and went back to 

the city. She said to the people, 29“Come and see a man who told me 

everything I have ever done! He cannot be the Messiah, can he?” 30They 

left the city and were on their way to him. (John 4:27-30) 

 Notice that Jesus has broken still another barrier, by speaking alone 

with a woman!  The disciples are gobsmacked by this!  But breaking all 

these barriers was not in vain.  The woman believes Jesus’ words.  In fact, 

she can’t keep the good news to herself, in spite of her questions.  She 

goes and tells others.  Notice that she doesn’t give them a theological 

treatise on the Messiah.  She simply shares her own experience.  “He told 

me everything I have ever done,” she says.  And then she invites them to 

come and see for themselves. 

 I think her approach to faith-sharing is one that could work in the 21st 

century.  Our culture is big on personal experience.  So why not use that?  
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Perhaps God has answered a prayer of yours.  Maybe God has helped you 

through a tough time in your life.  Maybe you’re thankful to God for all his 

good gifts to you.  Maybe you enjoy serving God at church or in the 

community.  You can share that personal experience with others, and then 

invite them to come and see for themselves!  You could invite them to 

come to worship with you or to a class or a small group.  Maybe you could 

invite them to come on a mission trip or to serve at a local mission.  The 

point is that you share your own experience with the Lord and then invite 

them to come with you and see for themselves.  That’s a pretty low-risk 

way to share your faith.  What’s the worst that could happen?  They say, 

“No thanks.”  I think you can deal with that!  Many of us have lost the art of 

sharing our faith.  But it’s not an optional practice for Christians; It’s part 

and parcel of what it means to be a follower of Jesus.  So look for 

opportunities to share your faith this week and see what God will do. 

 There is a Post Script to the story. 39Many Samaritans from that city 

believed in him because of the woman’s testimony, “He told me everything 

I have ever done.” 40So when the Samaritans came to him, they asked him 

to stay with them; and he stayed there two days. 41And many more 

believed because of his word. 42They said to the woman, “It is no longer 

because of what you said that we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, 

and we know that this is truly the Savior of the world.” (John 4:39-42)   
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 If it could happen in Samaria, it could happen here.  Dare to believe 

and share the good news with others. 


