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John 4:1-26 
4:1Now Jesus learned that the Pharisees had heard that he was gaining and 
baptizing more disciples than John— 2although in fact it was not Jesus who 
baptized, but his disciples. 3So he left Judea and went back once more to 
Galilee. 
 4Now he had to go through Samaria. 5So he came to a town in Samaria 
called Sychar, near the plot of ground Jacob had given to his son Joseph. 
6Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired as he was from the journey, sat 
down by the well. It was about noon. 
 7When a Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus said to her, “Will 
you give me a drink?” 8(His disciples had gone into the town to buy food.) 
 9The Samaritan woman said to him, “You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan 
woman. How can you ask me for a drink?” (For Jews do not associate with 
Samaritans.) 
 10Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks 
you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you 
living water.” 
 11“Sir,” the woman said, “you have nothing to draw with and the well is 
deep. Where can you get this living water? 12Are you greater than our father 
Jacob, who gave us the well and drank from it himself, as did also his sons 
and his livestock?” 
 13Jesus answered, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, 
14but whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, the 
water I give them will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal 
life.” 
 15The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water so that I won’t get thirsty 
and have to keep coming here to draw water.” 
 16He told her, “Go, call your husband and come back.” 
 17“I have no husband,” she replied. 
 Jesus said to her, “You are right when you say you have no husband. 18The 
fact is, you have had five husbands, and the man you now have is not your 
husband. What you have just said is quite true.” 
 19“Sir,” the woman said, “I can see that you are a prophet. 20Our ancestors 
worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we 
must worship is in Jerusalem.” 
 21“Woman,” Jesus replied, “believe me, a time is coming when you will 
worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. 22You 



Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know, for 
salvation is from the Jews. 23Yet a time is coming and has now come when 
the true worshipers will worship the Father in the Spirit and in truth, for 
they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. 24God is spirit, and his 
worshipers must worship in the Spirit and in truth.” 
 25The woman said, “I know that Messiah” (called Christ) “is coming. When 
he comes, he will explain everything to us.” 
 26Then Jesus declared, “I, the one speaking to you—I am he.” 
 

As we reflect on this gospel story this morning, I’d like us, together and 

perhaps during the week individually, to reflect on how meaningful the story 

is for us today. How Jesus is as real and as important in our lives today as he 

was to this Samaritan woman. 

Each Sunday we come together to worship. It’s important that we know 

who it is we are worshiping, that we relate the biblical stories to our own 

lives, and that we continue to deepen our own relationships to Jesus Christ. 

As many of you know, I was recently in Ireland. One of the tours we 

took was to an ancient ruin, built about the time of St. Patrick. The guide 

explained to us that in order to convert the Irish people, who worshiped the 

sun and moon, St. Patrick drew the circle around the Celtic cross. This 

allowed the symbols of pagan worship to become a sort of circle of life 

including the existing symbols of worship surrounding the cross.   

We visited this site on the eve of the summer solstice and one of the 

tourists remarked that she was uncomfortable in the ruins and among the 

graves with all the symbols of nature surrounding the old Celtic crosses. For 

her, a Christian, this territory was uncomfortable. 

The same could have been said about Jews traveling through Samaria, 

even though Samaritans and Jews were once together in worship and both 

groups were considered as one, all descendants of Abraham and as God’s 

chosen people. 



At the time of this story, Samaria was between Galilee in the north and 

Judea in the south.  Jews traveling between Galilee and Judea would go 

around Samaria rather than through it. This would mean an extra SIX days 

traveling along the Jordan River valley. 

Jews and Samaritans had been enemies for hundreds of years. Think 

Northern and Southern Ireland in terms of differences in worship and our 

own US civil war in terms of culture. 

Separate worship had been set up in Samaria, the capital city of Israel 

after a civil war following the death of King Solomon. The southern tribes of 

Judah and Benjamin worshiped in Jerusalem, the capital city of the South.  

Jerusalem was considered the place of true Jewish worship and Samaria was 

considered to be outside of God’s favor. 

Traveling through Samaria was therefore not only dangerous for Jews, 

but it was uncomfortable to be in what they considered pagan, unholy 

territory. 

Jesus is on his way to Galilee from Judea. Jesus decides to take the 

direct route through Samaria. He is resting at Jacob’s well when the story 

begins. 

Most of us know the song “Jacob’s Ladder” but not the story of Jacob’s 

well. That’s because there isn’t one. The well is not mentioned in the Old 

Testament and only mentioned as part of this larger story in The Book of 

John. 

Tradition holds that Jacob bought land and erected an altar after 

wrestling with God. Scholars think it would be realistic to assume that a well 

was constructed. Jacob’s well. 

The significance for us this morning is twofold.  First, Jacob provided 

his family with water while Jesus offers us much more at the same well.  



Second Jesus extends this offer and his true self, the Messiah, to not only a 

woman, but to a social outcast. Sounds just like him, doesn’t it? 

What about us? How do we feel about resting in “enemy territory?”  

Places where we feel unwelcome, uncomfortable? Do we see these places as 

opportunities to exemplify our faith? Or do we avoid these places while 

perhaps feeling critical of those who occupy the space? I am reminded of the 

Christian woman in the Ireland cemetery and how uncomfortable she was 

with what she considered pagan symbols. 

I ask because Jesus not only offers His salvation at all times and in all 

places, but also meets people where they are. 

This morning Jesus meets the Samaritan woman.  She has come to the 

well alone—about noon when other women will not be there. Her life style, 

which she will share with Jesus is not acceptable to the women of the village.  

As Jesus recounts her history, you will understand why the local women 

might have shunned her. I wonder how often we have done the same.   

I also wondered at her loneliness, her isolation. The ancient world was 

more communal than our world. People knew each other. People knew each 

other’s stories. Acceptable rules of society tended to be firm, fixed, black and 

white, and those who disregarded the rules were ostracized.   

The ancient world also worked on a patronage system. Who would have 

been her patron, who would take on a woman the entire village knew was 

living with a man to whom she was not married, a woman who had already 

had FIVE husbands. What kind of man was the man she was living with?  

Why did he take her on? These are all questions the story ignores this 

morning, but these and other questions can perhaps help us relate the story 

to ourselves and our own familiar situations. 

In addition, men with honorable intentions did not hang out at wells 

looking for women coming alone. It simply wasn’t done. Even Jesus’ disciples, 



who were used to him and his rather outlandish actions, would have been 

scandalized! And men did not draw their own water; this would have been 

women’s work. 

So we have a rather bizarre scene. 

The story becomes more interesting as the dialogue unfolds. First, Jesus 

asks the woman who remains nameless: “Will you give me a drink?” Imagine 

Jesus asking us to serve him while we have yet to understand who he is. Or 

is our lack of understanding about who Jesus could be in our lives one of the 

reasons we don’t serve him as we should? 

The woman has to be amazed. Here this strange Jewish man is asking 

HER for something. She sort of calls him on his request by stating the 

obvious: “You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. How can you ask me 

for a drink?” 

The woman also tacitly accuses Jesus of an outsider’s arrogance toward 

Samaritans by saying: “Are you greater than our father Jacob, who gave us 

the well and drank from it himself, as did also his sons and his livestock?” 

Sort of: “Jewish man, who do you think you are?” 

Now the story turns to what you and I might call theological very 

quickly. Jesus offers Himself for our lives journeys here and now. He answers 

this social outcast: “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but 

whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water I 

give them will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” 

You and I have heard these words before. We have heard Peter say:  

“You have the words of eternal life.” We have heard about life after death, life 

forever with Jesus Christ. Can we even imagine this woman, this person 

outside the realm of any salvation, even in her present life, being told these 

words?   



She has heard the Messiah is coming and he will explain all. But, just 

as you and I probably do not spend a lot of time asking ourselves if today is 

the day Jesus will return, she is not expecting the Messiah on this day, and 

she is certainly not expecting the Messiah to come dressed as a homeless Jew 

asking for a drink of water.   

Her best guess will be that this peculiar encounter must indicate that 

this strange man is a prophet. 

What is our best guess of Jesus? What is our image of a Messiah? What 

would we do if Jesus walked in and asked us to serve him a drink of water?  

Serve him a meal? Serve His church? Serve humanity? 

How would we, how do we respond to Jesus in our lives? Because 

today’s story doesn’t even tell us if the woman gave him a drink! 

We can comfort ourselves that the story is not really about drinking 

water. And yet, right now, in the story, the Samaritan woman doesn’t know 

that. 

Even not knowing what the dialogue is really about, the woman 

continues to engage in conversation with Jesus. Is she searching for 

something? I ask because we all are, whether we know it or not. Our 

searching is usually for something greater than ourselves, something to hang 

on to, to believe in. For Christians, this search is for a relationship with a 

living God, Jesus. We can all continue a dialogue with Jesus through prayer.  

Yet often we do not. 

So, not understanding what the conversation is really about, the 

woman, thinking that not having to go the well each day would be a good 

thing says: “Sir, give me this water so that I won’t get thirsty and have to 

keep coming here to draw water.” The conversation turns away from the 

theological, from the eternal, to the practical life here and now. But they are 

or at least should be one and the same. 



What strikes me as incredible about this is her desire for an answer, for 

a graduation, for whatever it takes so she doesn’t have to keep coming back.  

It is as if she would like all of life’s questions answered right now, neatly for 

once and for all. We can all identify with that. 

Jesus, switching topics tells her: “Go, call your husband and come back.”  

That Jesus knows all about her is now the next phase of the story. The 

woman confesses: “I have no husband.” She tells him the truth. She doesn’t 

know he already knows her story. She could have made something up, 

something respectable. Yet, she tells the truth. It makes me wonder why we 

aren’t as up front in our own conversations with Jesus. 

Jesus affirms her answer by saying: “You are right when you say you 

have no husband. The fact is you have had five husbands, and the man you 

now have is not your husband. What you have just said is quite true.” 

As the conversation is now a mix of the theological and the rather 

ordinary even in this extraordinary situation, the woman makes the 

statement: “Sir, I can see that you are a prophet. Our ancestors worshiped on 

this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is 

in Jerusalem.” 

I find this rather defensive position of how and where to worship quite 

contemporary. How often has our own comfort zone in worship made us 

think, if not say: we have always done it this way! The implication is clear.  

We are right; our traditions are the best. 

The next words of Jesus are meant for us all. If there is one basic thing 

of this morning’s gospel lesson it is the assurance Jesus gives the Samaritan 

woman as well as gives us: “Woman, believe me, a time is coming when you 

will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You 

Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know, for 

salvation is from the Jews. Yet a time is coming and has now come when the 



true worshipers will worship the Father in the Spirit and in truth, for they 

are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. God is spirit, and his worshipers 

must worship in the Spirit and in truth.” 

That’s you and I and the Samaritan woman and any and all who want 

to worship Jesus as God’s Son, the Messiah. All are included and welcome. 

The Messiah, the anointed one of God, has come. And the Samaritan 

woman, like so many, is looking for what is right in her midst. She says: “I 

know that Messiah is coming. When he comes, he will explain everything to 

us.” 

Oops. He’s here. And Jesus declares: “I, the one speaking to you—I am 
he.” 

With this declaration, the gospel story for this morning ends. Is it a 

satisfactory ending? The rest of the story is in The Book of John and 

continues in verses 27-42 of the 4th chapter. I hope you will all read it this 

week. 

But this morning, I’d like you to think about what Jesus’ declaration 

means for you, for your loved ones, for the world. The Messiah, the Christ has 

come. He will come again. We are living between coming and coming again. 

Does it make a difference to us? 

Jesus changed the world. Jesus invites us to respond to all that He has 

done for us, by continuing to change the world.   

Jesus came to the Samaritan woman as she was and where she was.  

He didn’t wait for her to get it together, but offered himself immediately. 

Will we wait for an explanation and a return, or will we respond to 

Jesus’ invitation to life with him right now. It is my hope and prayer that we 

each accept this invitation. AMEN 

 

 


