John 4:5-30, 39-42 - The Woman at the Well
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The story of the Samaritan woman at the well is only in St. John’s gospel, not in Matthew, Mark or Luke.
John's gospel is a bit different from the others anyway. It was clearly written after considerable reflection
on who Jesus was. It is more philosophical (it starts with ‘In the beginning was the Word’), and it often
chooses stories to make a theological point. Why did the other gospel writers not refer to it? Maybe they
did not think it was significant. Or they thought that it was inappropriate for Jesus to be having a discussion
by himself with woman, particularly not a Jew; the disciples certainly do not seem to be very engaged with
the woman. We do not really know, but here it is.

Things had been getting awkward in Jerusalem, so Jesus was travelling back to Galilee.

Samaritans were originally Jews. The Bible has them as descendants of Joseph’s sons, Ephraim and
Manasseh, and they were part of Israel under David and Solomon. Then Israel split into the Northern
Kingdom and Judea. A little later, King Omri of the Northern Kingdom bought the hill of Samaria from
Judea (1 Kings 16:24). A rift developed between the Samaritans and the Judeans over the centuries. There
was a religious rift too, with the Judean Jews worshipping at the Temple on Mount Zion in Jerusalem, and
the Samaritans worshipping on Mount Gerazim.

Some Jews would not pass through Samaria to get to Galilee, taking the long way round, but the most
direct route was straight up a valley in Samaria, and Jesus and the disciples went that way. By foot,
obviously. It’s about 60 miles, so a few days’ walk. This story would have probably been on the second
day.

They had stopped by a well that the Samaritans called Jacob’s Well, near a town called Sychar. (The only
mention of it is in John 4; it’s not mentioned in the Old Testament, though Jacob is described as buying
some land in the area in Genesis 33:18). The disciples left Jesus and went into the town to buy food. Jesus
was resting, and this Samaritan woman walks up to draw some water.

Jesus asks her for some water to drink. The woman is obviously the talkative type, and points out that
most other Jews would not have spoken to her.

While it seems pretty natural to ask someone at a well for water, the enmity between Jews and Samaritans
made it unusual for him to even talk to her, and sharing a cup with a non-Jew would have seemed to be
polluting themselves by many Jews. Jesus was ignoring prejudice, and just treating her as a person.

This is not unique in Jesus’ ministry. While he generally saw his mission as being to the people of Israel
(Matthew 15:24), there are some notable gentiles: the Roman Centurion with the paralysed servant (“in no
one in Israel have | found such faith” Matthew 2vv1-2), and the Caananite woman with the demon-
possessed daughter (“even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table” Matthew 15vv21-
28).

Jesus answers her question with an enigmatic statement: “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.”

If you were trying to get someone’s attention, to interest them, it is such a good response. It’s not
threatening, but it just gets her questioning. “How can you possibly get water, when you do not even have



a bucket?” “Ah, but the water | will give you will satisfy you, and you will never be thirsty again.” Which
she takes literally: “Great, | will never have to come and fetch water again!”

This is spreading the Good News, but in a very gentle way. It is open-ended. It is not a standard response,
not an ABC learned off pat, but just picking up a hook in the conversation and using it. There are so many
opportunities when we could do this, and | think we are called to copy Jesus in this, as in other things.
Though | am not very good at it, and this was a real message to me in preparing this talk.

| came across another example of this last Sunday, here at church. | won’t say who it was, so as not to
embarrass anyone. One person was talking about having cold hands, and the other quoted the saying “cold
hands, warm heart”, and then said that they had warm hands, so must have a cold heart. The reply was
that, if you come to church, you can find out how, not just to get a warm heart, but a new heart.

Jesus then asks the woman to fetch her husband. This is interesting. He is not just treating her as an
individual, but wants to involve her family too. | don’t think this a Jesus only really wanting to talk to men
and not bothering with women. But it may have to do with the culture he was living in, where it was not
seen as proper for a man to be talking to a woman alone. He uses the opportunity to include her husband,
to expand the uptake of his message. And it would be so much easier for the woman if her husband
responded too.

But, she says, | do not have a husband. Here is becomes a little more difficult to imitate Jesus, because
he says, “Indeed! You have had five husbands, and the person you are living with now is not your
husband.” Unless you have a serious gift of knowledge or prophecy from the Spirit, we are
unlikely to come up with a reply like this. But this is Jesus, and it leads to a declaration that he is
the Messiah. The woman is very impressed, and calls him a prophet.

She then, being talkative as we mentioned, decides to bring up the controversy between
Samaritans and Jews about where to worship God. This is classic dodging anything that is
personal, and moving onto ‘safer’ ground. Jesus’ answer is an amazing statement, very deep, but
also very relevant. “The time is coming when people will not worship him on any mountain, but
wherever they are. God is spirit, and you must worship him in spirit and in truth.” Jesus pushes
back: how are you going to worship God. She responds (again by pushing him away a bit?) by
saying that she is waiting for the Messiah to tell them how to worship.

This leads to one of the clearest statements by Jesus of who he is: “l am he, the one who is
speaking to you.”

And she leaves here jug, goes back to the town and fetches her friend (and probably her man).
“He told me everything | have ever done” she tells them, which is an interesting summary. And
Jesus and the disciples stay in town for a couple of days before travelling on. Many believed
because of his word: “Truly this is the Saviour of the world”.

All from asking for drink. And being open. And not judging people. And being sensitive to what
God is saying.
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John 4

Jesus and the Woman of Samaria

5 So he came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot of ground that Jacob had given to his son
Joseph. 6 Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting by the well. It was about
noon.

7 A 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.) 9 The 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.) 10 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.” 11 The woman said to him, ‘Sir, you have no bucket, and
the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? 12 Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave
us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from it?’ 13 Jesus said to her, ‘Everyone who drinks of
this water will be thirsty again, 14 but those who drink of the water that | will give them will never be
thirsty. The water that | will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.” 15 The
woman said to him, ‘Sir, give me this water, so that | may never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to
draw water.’

16 Jesus said to her, ‘Go, call your husband, and come back.” 17 The woman answered him, ‘l have no
husband.” Jesus said to her, ‘You are right in saying, “I have no husband”; 18 for you have had five
husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband. What you have said is true!’ 19 The woman said
to him, ‘Sir, | see that you are a prophet. 20 Our ancestors worshipped on this mountain, but you say that
the place where people must worship is in Jerusalem.” 21 Jesus said to her, “‘Woman, believe me, the hour
is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. 22 You worship
what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. 23 But the hour is
coming, and is now here, when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the
Father seeks such as these to worship him. 24 God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in
spirit and truth.’ 25 The woman said to him, ‘I know that Messiah is coming’ (who is called Christ). ‘When
he comes, he will proclaim all things to us.” 26 Jesus said to her, ‘1 am he, the one who is speaking to you.’

27 Just 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?’ 28 Then 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 | have ever done!
He cannot be the Messiah, can he?’ 30 They left the city and were on their way to him.

39 Many Samaritans from that city believed in him because of the woman’s testimony, ‘He told me
everything | have ever done.” 40 So when the Samaritans came to him, they asked him to stay with them;
and he stayed there for two days. 41 And many more believed because of his word. 42 They 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 Saviour of the world.’



