“Lessons From The Well, Part 2”
John 4:16-30
16“Go and get your husband,” Jesus told her.
17“I don’t have a husband,” the woman replied.
Jesus said, “You’re right!  You don’t have a husband— 18for you have had five husbands, and you aren’t even married to the man you’re living with now.  You certainly spoke the truth!”
19“Sir,” the woman said, “you must be a prophet.  20So tell me, why is it that you Jews insist that Jerusalem is the only place of worship, while we Samaritans claim it is here at Mount Gerizim, where our ancestors worshiped?”
21Jesus replied, “Believe me, dear woman, the time is coming when it will no longer matter whether you worship the Father on this mountain or in Jerusalem.  22You Samaritans know very little about the one you worship, while we Jews know all about him, for salvation comes through the Jews.  23But the time is coming—indeed it’s here now—when true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth.  The Father is looking for those who will worship him that way.  24For God is Spirit, so those who worship him must worship in spirit and in truth.”
25The woman said, “I know the Messiah is coming—the one who is called Christ. When he comes, he will explain everything to us.”
26Then Jesus told her, “I am the Messiah!”
27Just then his disciples came back.  They were shocked to find him talking to a woman, but none of them had the nerve to ask, “What do you want with her?” or “Why are you talking to her?”  28The woman left her water jar beside the well and ran back to the village, telling everyone, 29“Come and see a man who told me everything I ever did!  Could he possibly be the Messiah?”  30So the people came streaming from the village to see him.

Last week we saw how a woman of low self-esteem and even lower social standing encountered Jesus at a well in Samaria.  In their conversation, Jesus shattered several barriers: he was a Jewish man talking to a Samaritan woman in public.  He was willing to drink from her bucket, which would’ve made him unclean.  And he broke through her religious traditions.  Jesus was a radical revolutionary who was more concerned with people than with barriers that separate people.  The woman asked Jesus for the “living water” he spoke of.  This is where we pick up the story…


She waited, wondering where this ‘living water’ would come from.  Would it fall from the sky or bubble up out of the ground?  Would he say some mystical words and change the water in the well?  His strong voice cut through her thoughts.

“Go and get your husband,” he said.

Immediately her eyes fell to the dusty ground.  An old familiar weight settled over her.  Softly, and without looking up, she responded “I…I don’t have a husband.”  It was her hard reality, the thing all the other women ridiculed her about.  It was what made her the object of all the gossip.


“I know you speak the truth,” Jesus replied, his tone sensitive and non-judgmental.  “You’ve had five husbands.  And right now you’re not married to the man you’re living with.”

Again, it wasn’t a critical or condemning statement―like the ones she was used to―simply one of fact.  Nevertheless, she felt herself becoming defensive.  She stared at him, and with a slightly condescending smile, said, “Why sir, you must be a prophet to know such things.”  It was indeed odd that a Jew would know this much information about a Samaritan woman.  Perhaps he was someone special?  Maybe he really was a prophet.

The woman had asked for the living water Jesus spoke of.  But instead of giving it to her, Jesus raised the thorny issue of her history of broken relationships.  This was because in order to receive the living water, she first needed to recognize her sin.  If there’s no understanding of sin, there’s no understanding of the Savior.


This encounter gives us important insights into how we share our faith with other people.  Jesus didn’t point his finger at the woman and tell her she was a sinner.  He didn’t quote the Hebrew Scriptures about which laws she was breaking―and she would’ve known since the Samaritans also followed the Torah.  He didn’t tell her she was heading straight for Hell if she didn’t accept him.  Odd, isn’t it, that the tactics many Christians use today were never employed by Jesus himself?  That should tell us something.

Jesus met the woman where she was.  People today want someone who’ll accept them where they are and love them.  It doesn’t mean we condone or ignore the sins in someone else’s life.  As we develop this passage further, Jesus certainly didn’t do that.  But he only confronted her sins after developing a relationship with the woman―after breaking down barriers that otherwise would’ve made him come across as just another arrogant, self-righteous Jew.
In our desire to tell others about Jesus, the first thing we should remember is that it takes a relationship for the truth to take hold in.  A Burmese proverb states “If the relationship is strong, then the truth will be accepted.”  Simply pointing out faults, failures and sins—without a foundation of love and grace—is guaranteed to turn people away.


“Alright, sir,” the woman continued “then tell me this: the Jews and Samaritans are divided over where we should worship God.  Our common ancestors, Abraham and Jacob, worshiped on Mount Gerizim here in the land of Samaria.  We believe it to be the place where Abraham offered to sacrifice his son, Isaac.  But the Jews say everyone must worship on the mountain where Jerusalem is located.  Why this division over where we worship?  Can’t we worship God just as faithfully here as in Jerusalem?”  She watched him carefully for his reply.

The man smiled and rubbed his beard.  “Things have always been separated that way, haven’t they?” he agreed.  “But no longer.”  He paused and looked back at her.  This wasn’t the reply she’d been expecting.  She was used to hearing all the historical and religious reasons why Jerusalem was better.

He continued: “A time is coming—in fact, it’s right here, right now—when this kind of argument isn’t going to matter.  It’s not going to be important whether you stand on one mountain or another to worship God.  The location is irrelevant.  It’s the attitude of the heart that matters.  God seeks real, honest, faithful worshipers who lay their hearts open before him and who keep him sovereign in their lives.”


Her surprise was evident, causing the man to smile even more warmly.  She had never heard anything like this before!  Could what he said be true?

We’ve just seen Jesus raise the issue of the woman’s sinful lifestyle.  So if you think the conversation takes a rather peculiar jump at this point, you’re right!  It shifts from the woman’s relationship history to a theological discussion about worship.  But when we think about it, this isn’t such an unusual transition after all.

The woman didn’t want to talk about her sinfulness.  Who does, amen!  She didn’t want to deal with it.  So she tried to maneuver the conversation away from her and back to a prickly point that separated Samaritans and Jews—namely, where was the proper location to worship God?


I find it interesting that Jesus allowed her to direct the conversation.  He didn’t try to steer her back to the issue of her failed marriages.  He didn’t keep pointing out her extra-marital living arrangements.  He lovingly accepted the new direction of the conversation.

Here we learn another valuable lesson about evangelism and sharing our faith: most people we talk to will seek to change the subject when the truth hits too close to home.  We all know where we’ve failed, where we’ve hurt others, and where we’ve gone wrong.  And there aren’t too many people who’re comfortable talking about those things.  This kind of depth takes time to develop― and a loving relationship to develop in.  Jesus knew this.  By the way in which he’d accepted her, spoken to her, not judged her, and trusted her, he’d laid the foundation for God to work in her heart.


Too often Christians believe it’s our job to save other people.  That makes us tend to see them as targets for our evangelistic efforts.  We try to “seal the deal” with them, getting them to say a prayer or make a commitment, when most of the time we haven’t spent any energy building relationships with them.  This leads to frustrated Christians who can’t or won’t share their faith, and injured people who’ve been the victims of heavy-handed, “accept-Jesus-or-go-to-Hell” type attacks.

Jesus knew this woman needed living water.  He knew she needed to face the sin in her life.  But he also knew she’d probably never taste the living water if he just kept hammering her about it.  So he let her guide the conversation to something else, confident that God would continue to draw her to himself.


“It’s said that the Messiah—the one called Christ—will come one day.  I believe this,” she said.  “And when he arrives, he’ll explain all things to us.”  The man nodded in agreement.  He glanced toward the village where he saw his followers returning with food.  When he turned back to the woman his smile was unlike anything she’d ever seen before.


“I am the Messiah,” he said plainly, yet assuredly.  “I am the one speaking to you.”



Maybe it was the smile.  Or the conviction in his voice.  Or the wisdom in his words.  But whatever it was, she knew.  She believed!  She dropped her bucket and rope and dashed off toward the village.  She passed the dusty group of disciples.  Confused, they watched her go by, laughing; then they turned back to Jesus.  Even from where they stood they could see his beaming smile.

The woman came to the well as a marginalized person.  She came in the heat of the day to avoid facing the other women and their catty remarks.  She came alone, unobserved, to draw water for the day.  Yet there’s a huge difference in her after her time with Jesus.  She left her water jar behind at the well—a tremendously risky thing to do—which tells us just how powerful this discussion with Jesus had been.  The very thing she came for was left behind in her excitement.


Note, also, that as she returned to her village she exclaimed “Come and see a man who told me everything I ever did! (v. 29).  This isn’t something to gloss over or ignore.  The one person who wanted to remain anonymous in the village was this woman.  She didn’t need any more negative attention about her broken relationships or her lover.  This was a woman who wanted to remain as invisible as possible.  But after meeting Jesus, she couldn’t do that!
The shame, the scars, the pain of who she used to be—the things she used to hide from others—suddenly became the point of reference for what Jesus had done.  She was no longer a woman without hope.  She was no longer a woman marked by past deeds and self-destructive decisions.  She’d met Jesus, and her life would never be the same!

This is the message that we take into the world, that we seek to live each day.  It’s the joy and fulfillment of a life in Christ that we want others to take part in.  Because when you truly meet Jesus, life can never be the same again.


Don’t shy away from telling others how good the Lord has been to you!  It’s your witness and your testimony that no one can deny or take away from you.  But always keep the example of Jesus before you.  Take time to build relationships with people and get to know them.  Find out what their hopes, fears and dreams are.  Listen to the story of their lives.  And when the time’s right, God in his divine wisdom will open the door to address the hurts of their past.

Let us pray:


Lord Jesus, most of us didn’t meet you like Saul did, in a dramatic moment on the road to Damascus.  Most of us didn’t meet you like Peter did, and walk away from everything we had.  No, we met you in ordinary circumstances: going to the wells in our lives to draw water.  Under a hot sun.  In a quiet sanctuary.  Amid the excitement of Resurrection or the beauty of camp.  We came to know, love and accept you in a Sunday school classroom or at an altar.  In those normal, ordinary places we found the grace and acceptance we’d always longed for.


And it came through the kind words and patient support of Christ-followers who wanted us to experience the life-changing relationship they had found.  It might’ve been a parent or grandparent, a pastor or youth leader, a friend or colleague.  They gave us space to question, to avoid, to walk away―and they never gave up on us.

Lord, help us, in the days to come, to follow your example of reaching out to people.  Help us to build strong relationships with those who don’t yet know you, or who are uncertain about you.  Give us the courage to let them question, avoid and walk away without giving up on them.  Teach us that it’s not our job to save anyone but simply to be available for your Holy Spirit to use.


Thank you, Jesus.  Your grace gives us life and hope and peace.  Allow us to tell and share life, hope and peace with those making their own journeys to wells that can never fulfill or satisfy.  In your holy name, Jesus, we pray.  Amen.
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