Dying for a Drink:  The Woman at the Well—Bad for a Season but not forever—known by her location but not her name

When was the last time that you were thirsty really thirsty? Think about being lost in the desert and you can’t find any water and the sun is beating down on you and you feel the dryness of your parched mouth. You could drink a gallon of water and go back for seconds. You too are dying for a drink like the Samaritan woman at the well. Why are so many so close to the well and still so thirsty? The Samaritan woman was so close to the well and yet so thirsty? What were her wells in life? 

Is there a longing in you that you just can’t seem to meet also? Do you hunger for something to fill some void, some emptiness you can’t even explain? Look everywhere, try everything—you’ll find nothing in this world that will satisfy. Only Jesus can provide the living water that will fill you to overflowing, that will satisfy your longing, that will soothe your thirst so completely you’ll never be thirsty again. 

To help us better understand the Samaritan woman’s  thirst, open your Bibles to John 4:1-2 and we will begin here. Jesus left Judea to return to Galilee because He learned that the Pharisses were saying things like, “Jesus is baptizing and making more disciples than John the Baptist (though Jesus Himself didn’t baptize them—His disciples did). 

Verses 3-5--So He left Judea to return to Galilee. He had to go through Samaria on the way. Eventually He came to the Samaritan village of Sychar, near the parcel of ground that Jacob gave to his son Joseph.”

Now the Jews did everything they could to avoid traveling through Samaria. You see, the intermarriage between those foreigners brought in to settle the land and the remaining Jews resulted in a mix marriage, impure in the opinion of Jews who lived in the southern kingdom. Thus the pure Jews hated this mixed race called the Samaritans because they felt that their fellow Jews who had intermarried had betrayed their people and nation. 

But Jesus had no reason to live by such cultural restrictions. The route through Samaria was shorter and that was the route He took. Jacob’s well was there in Sychar. Also this particular well was not a spring fed well, but a well into which water seeped from the rain and dew collecting at the bottom.

Twice each morning and evening, women came to draw water. But this particular Samaritan woman, came at noon to draw water to avoid meeting people who might know her and her reputation. This woman was a Samaritan, a member of the hated mixed race, was known to be living in sin, and was in a public place. No respectable Jewish man would talk to a woman under such circumstances.

By all that was considered right and holy, Jesus shouldn’t have been there, but He was. Would someone get this man a drink, please!

Yes, Jesus was in the right place at the right time. His timing is always perfect and according to His plan and purposes but the Samaritan woman had no idea of this meeting. She was just fetching water out of need.  

Let’s pick up now in verse 6-8;  Jacob’s well was there; and Jesus, tired from the long walk, sat wearily beside the well about noontime. Soon a Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, “Please give me a drink.” He was alone at that time because His disciples had gone into the village to buy some food.”

Now noontime was not the normal time of day to go to the well to draw water. Most women went to the well around evening time because the air was cooler. The Samaritan woman probably went to the well at noontime to avoid other women who would talk about her and put her down because of her reputation.

Notice here that Jesus spoke directly to her and must have gazed into her eyes as He spoke. He was also alone and this would be the best time to talk with this woman privately one on one.  Did you catch here that John the writer of this gospel did not even give this Samaritan woman a name?

I wonder why John didn’t give her a name? Looking back into history during this time period, women were considered property and were not given any social status. They could not vote and they could not go into the inner sanctuary and they were treated as servants rather than family. So maybe this was a reason we don’t know her name or maybe Jesus is not concerned about the name but the heart. We see here that Jesus didn’t care if she had a name because He cared anyway. Jesus reached out to her even though she was an outcast. I believe that Jesus already knew her name from years past because He created her as we know from Psalm 139. Jesus didn’t need John to write her name because He already knew her. She just hadn’t met Him yet. 

Notice also Jesus’ words to the Samaritan woman were gentle and polite not harsh and commanding. This was the beginning of a lengthy conversation and in-fact this is the longest found in scripture between Jesus and anyone, let alone a Samaritan. 

We can realize here too that no matter what you have done in your life, Jesus still offers you His grace as He pours out His living water on anyone who will hold out their empty cup. He meets you exactly where you are. 

The woman wasn’t expecting Jesus, but clearly Jesus was expecting her. 

Verse 9, “ The woman was surprised, for Jews refuse to have anything to do with Samaritans. She said to Jesus, “You are a Jew, and I am a Samaritan woman. Why are you asking me for a drink?”

Remember Jews did not associate with Samaritans. But with Jesus, all are welcome in His presence. The Good News is for everyone and Jesus crossed all barriers to meet this woman at the well and He has met you also and has crossed all barriers for you as He came and died for your sins and rose to give you eternal life with Him.  

Verse 10, Jesus replied, “If you only knew the gift God has for you and who I am, you would ask me, and I would give you living water.”

This subtle shift from temporal thirst to eternal satisfaction had just begun. When Jesus used the words “If you knew” left the door wide open. Jesus was gentle and did not put her on the spot or even demand that she identify Him. He was the perfect gentleman seeking a willing response from her. 

If you think about well water, it is not alive and this well consist mainly of rain water. Well water was common everyday stuff that just satisfied your physical thirst but living water, now that’s the real thing and something totally different!  

Can you just imagine what might be going through this Samaritan woman’s mind? Here is a Jewish man talking with her and being kind, loving, and gentle with her. She probably had never experienced this loving attitude. I bet now she was intrigued with Jesus just enough to stay and hear more. 

Right at this moment Jesus was claiming to be the Messiah. Only the Messiah could give the living water, this gift, that satisfies the souls desires. 

Verse 11, “But sir, you don’t have a rope or a bucket,” she said, “and this is a very deep well.” Where would you get this living water?” 

The woman was polite, gusty, and observant. Jesus didn’t have anything to draw water—no bucket, no rope, no cup, no nothing. She thought that He was in need but really she was the one who needed what He had to offer.  

She continues in Verse 12, “And besides, are you greater than our ancestors Jacob who gave us this well? How can you offer better water than he and his sons and his cattle enjoyed?”

Wow, I think the woman is getting a little pushy here! It’s like she was saying to Jesus that the water before Him was already good enough based on ancestors and that should be just fine with Him and He should be satisfied. Little did she realize that this was not about His well being but her well being. 

The Samaritan woman here was rising to the occasion of asking questions but questions that still kept her at a distance. She sure was not shy about pressing for answers and clarification on surface matters for now. 

Sometimes we are afraid to ask the right questions because we might think they are foolish or might appear foolish. But we need to take the risk and find out what we need to know. The woman at the well didn’t have a web-site where she could have goggled living water .com.  She wanted to know more so she pressed Jesus.  

Just think if she had not asked all her questions, she might have left the well just with well water and her heart still pondering the living water that Jesus had referenced. 

James 1:5—“If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him.”

Verse 13—“Jesus replied, “People soon become thirsty again after drinking this water. But the water I give them takes away thirst altogether. It becomes a perpetual spring within them, giving them eternal life

The water Jesus spoke of was even more desiring and satisfying than any just ordinary well water. Jesus was offering the Samaritan woman an endless supply of holy cleansing water that He only could give her. His spiritual fountain with in her forever!

But the Samaritan woman was confusing the two kinds of water that Jesus was illustrating to her. Maybe she was so confused because no one had ever told her about another kind of water. She only knew well water. No one had shared a spiritual water or thirst before. Remember, no one wanted to be seen with her and her bad reputation. 

Whose reputation affects your willingness to share Christ? Is it the homeless person, the adultress, the poor, the rich, the person you don’t like, your family, your enemy, etc. Have you seen someone at the well lately?

Verse 15, “Please, sir,” the woman said, “give me some of that water! Then I’ll never be thirsty again, and I won’t have to come here to haul water.” 

She mistakenly believed that if she received the water Jesus offered, she would not have to return to the well again. 

She wanted nothing better than never to return to the well.  At the well is where she had to face public ridicule and be treated as an outcast.

Have you ever avoided places that you knew your reputation preceded you? In this instance, the Samaritan woman needed water to survive and without water she would die so the well had to be apart of her life. 

One look at her and Jesus knew she was parched with thirst both in body and spirit. The first part of this thirst could be solved with a dip in the well but the second part of this thirst could only be brought out in the open before it could be quenched. You see Satan likes to keep things hidden so we don’t know any different but Jesus brings light to all darkness so we can see and be forever changed.  

The woman did not immediately understand what Jesus was talking about. It takes time to accept something that changes the very foundation of your life. Jesus allowed time for the woman to think on her own as she asked Him questions, and to put pieces together as she thought about what Jesus was saying.

Then in verse 16, He told her, “Go, and get your husband.”

Verse 17, “I have no husband,” she replied. 

Can you almost sense some hesitancy in her voice when she replies to Jesus’ question? I can hear her blushing through her words to Jesus. She is probably thinking to herself, “Does He really know about me and my past?” “Will He assume the worst about me?”

Verse17-18—“Jesus said, “You’re right!” You don’t have a husband—for you have had five husbands, and you aren’t even married to the man you’re living with now.”

Her heart surely sank here. He knows! She discovered that Jesus knew her private life. But Jesus was so easy to talk with and this seemed to put her at ease and the freedom to talk at lengths.

Can you just think about 5 weddings and 5 husbands! How could any woman survive 5 husbands! Clearly from the stand point of 5 husbands, this woman was not a young woman. She probably had some age to her: her skin must have been a little wrinkled and leathered by the hot sun, her hair gray, her hands dotted with calluses and age spots, and her heart must have been crushed again and again sending her on a search yet for another husband. Another search for someone to love her, support her, comfort her, and protect her. Her self esteem must have been at rock bottom and she must have had little self worth. Having already 5 past husbands must have made her a little afraid of relationships with men. 

Then in the end of verse 18, Jesus affirmed a second time that she had spoken the truth. He said, “What you have just said is quite true.” 

Jesus did not accuse her of lying or twisting the facts. Jesus was merely pointing out what was true perhaps to give her the courage to admit what was not true. 

So did she confess her sin to Jesus? Tune in next week for the continuing saga of the Samaritan woman at the well. Stop here.  

Small group time: 

1.  Why is this woman never named in scripture? Does the omission of her name make her story more or less believable? More or less powerful?

2. Have you ever felt judged by people who aligned themselves with the church? Ever felt “less than”? How did you handle it? Avoidance? Confrontation? Acceptance?

3.  The woman at the well was thirstier than she realized. What are you thirsty for spiritually? Have you been reaching for something other than the living water Christ offers? Has it quenched your thirst? 

4.   What prompted the Samaritan woman to respond to this stranger—a man, and a Jew at that? Was it courage? Curiosity? Contempt? Courtesy? What does it take for you to reach beyond your comfort zone?

5.   What is your daily nourishment? Are you committed to this daily? Share your nourishment..

Challenge:  Memorize one scripture a week and commit it to memory so that you will know God’s living word. Put your scripture on an index card and carry it with you where ever you go. Repeat it often and let it become apart of you. 

Well, we are back with the woman at the well talking to Jesus and she now knows that Jesus knows her past. Remember her 5 husbands that Jesus pointed out to her that He knew. We stopped last week before we saw what her next move was in confessing her sin to Jesus. 

Let’s pick up in verse 4:19 to see what happens next. She looked Jesus  straight in the eye and denying nothing, offered an astute observation: 

“Sir,” the woman said, “You must be a prophet.”

Talk about a funny one-liner here! What a change of subject! What a smoke screen! This was getting too close for comfort for her. She was grabbing for anything to divert Jesus’ attention from her and the fact that she had been uncovered. 

But notice here that the Samaritan woman neither denied or affirmed the Lord’s prophetic word about the six men with whom she had been intimate. Instead she cleverly shifted conversation in a completely different direction. 

Verse 20—“She continues, “So 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?”

Jesus had struck a huge nerve in her and she reacted by pushing Him away and focusing on the place of worship using words that divide like “you Jews” and “we Samaritans.” Focusing on corporate worship rather than personal worship.

Well Jesus might have been physically drained, but spiritually He was fully prepared to handle her diversionary tactics.

Verse 21-Jesus declared, “Believe me, the time is coming when it will no longer matter whether you worship the Father here or in Jerusalem.”  

Note the strong language here, “Believe me.” Jesus was trying to get her attention and she needed to wake up and smell the coffee! Jesus had another throne in mind here and it wasn’t Jerusalem it was her heart. 

Verse 22-Jesus continue, “ You Samaritans know so little about the one you worship, while the Jews know all about Him, for salvation comes through the Jews.” 

Did you catch the word salvation in Jesus’ words? He was pointing to His very own name. “Jehovah is salvation”. The woman had heard that the Messiah was coming but she failed to realize she was actually talking to Him. 

Verse 23-“Yet a time is coming and is already here when true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth. The Father is looking for anyone who will worship Him that way.” 

The Father is not the only one who’s in a seeking mode. The Samaritan woman had been watching the horizon herself. Just listen to her next words.

Verse 25, The woman said, “I know the Messiah will come—the one who is called Christ. When He comes, he will explain everything to us.” 

Aha! She finally mentioned the Messiah! Little did she realize that she was talking directly to Him. She was waiting for Him to come and explain everything to her and believe me, He was trying to do this!  But Jesus refused to let her off the hook in what she was saying. Instead He did an extraordinary thing: He revealed His calling and His ministry to her.

Verse 26-“The Jesus told her, “I am the Messiah.”

Don’t you know that she was taken back a minute, rather stunned I’m sure. Jesus saw past her hardened exterior to the parched interior of her soul and He respected her enough to fill her with the living water of faith. He shared with her, this no name woman who He was. Jesus didn’t always come out and say directly who He was. Some times He would use parables to point indirectly to Himself but not this time. He revealed His identity boldly to her.   

Then the apostle John, the writer of this book, shifted the spotlight to the right at this crucial point. Oh no, we are going to have to wait to see how this story unfolds!

Verse 27—Just then His disciples arrived. They were astonished to find Him talking to a woman, but none of them asked Him why He was doing it or what they had been discussing.

Wow, the disciples for once didn’t insert their dusty feet into their mouths. They were definitely surprised, but bless their hearts they were quite! Such questions at this particular time would have ruined everything. A former Bad Girl was about to make a decision of her life. 

Did she challenge this stranger who called Himself the Messiah? Did she shake her water pot at His followers as they walked by? 

No! She did not! Guess what, She Believed! She Believed! How cool is that! Having made such a leap of faith, she abandoned her search for plain water. 

Verse 28-29--The woman left her water jar beside the well and went back to the village and told everyone.  Come and meet a man who told me everything I ever did!” Can this be the Messiah?”

Like an old wineskin, that earthen jar couldn’t begin to contain the refreshing water she’d just tasted. Did she leave it on purpose or simply forget it in the excitement of the moment? It really doesn’t matter at all because she discovered something better—living water—which enabled her to leave behind her sinful life behind, forgotten in the dust, and move on to new life. Not only had she found the gospel for herself, she wanted everyone else to find it. 

Two things happen when we meet Jesus and see Him finally for who He is: (1)  We openly confess our sins and (2) We share the good news of forgiveness freely. Our confession comes freely because it flows out of a heart that is set free. After this the sharing of the good news is effortless and natural. The gift of grace at the best part---free!

The woman at the well had lost her shame because her sin had been forgiven and forgotten. She didn’t wait for a door to swing open, she kicked it down herself: “Come, see……” she said. 

Verse 30-So the people came streaming from the village to see Him. 

Why did the men of her city listen to her especially a woman with a shady lifestyle? Simple: she had seen the Messiah and that changes everything! 

Meanwhile in verse 31—the disciples were urging Jesus to eat. 

They had gone to town for food, remember? I just wondered as they went to town, did they mention that the Messiah was sitting at a well nearby the One they had been waiting for  generations in their very midst? Nay, I bet they were to busy with the menu! 

Verse 32—“No”, He said, “I have food you don’t know about.” 

Jesus was at it again, baiting them with a tantalizing mystery, using their physical appetites to teach them about spiritual hunger. With the woman it was water; with His followers, it was food.

Verse 33—“Who brought it to Him?” the disciples asked each other.

Wow. The disciples missed Jesus’ point all together and they had been with Jesus for awhile. They should have known that Jesus meant more than food.

Verse 34—The Jesus explained: “My nourishment comes from doing the will of God, who sent me, and from finishing His work. “

At this teachable moment, Jesus went into a lesson on reaping and sowing and the fields being ripe for harvest. The food Jesus was speaking about was His spiritual nourishment. It includes more than Bible study, prayer, and attending church. Spiritual nourishment also comes from doing God’s will and helping to bring His work of salvation to completion. We are nourished not only by what we take in, but what we give out for God.  I can just hear the disciples as they murmur to themselves about what this might mean; hayseed, hoes, and fertilizers, so we will jump past these verses as we hurry to the finish line for the woman at the well. 

So five verses later the camera suddenly shifts back to the seeking Samaritans.

Verse 39—Many Samaritans from the village believed in Jesus because the woman has said, “He told me everything I ever did!”

What is it like to be fully known? For most of us being transparent to others is a bit unnerving. We like to keep our secrets a secret whether harmful or not. We prefer to hold our past in private memory and only disclose it at our own discretion. 

Although God’s knowledge of us is total and complete, its purpose is different from what we fear most. God’s knowledge of us is not intended to condemn but to hold open the potential for deep self-awareness and change. Change that brings you closer to the image of Christ.

We have a lot in common with this Samaritan woman. There is an outsider inside all of us. We are not what we should be and not what we wish we were but God knows who we are, knows all about our dark corners and loves us any way. It is some times hard for us to believe but because of God’s grace our secrets lose their power over us. We are free to live with joy.

Jesus sowed the seeds of faith in this woman and watered them thoroughly that the harvest that followed was bountiful! 

This Samaritan woman immediately shared her experience with others. Right at this defining moment this Samaritan woman now becomes a teacher. She taught not with books but with her life. Her faith couldn’t be contained. It just flowed out through every crack and crevice of her being. She made a confession of faith, she experienced a change of values, and she demonstrated a concern for the lost. Her neighbors who knew her well were utterly convinced that she had encountered the Messiah. Now they wanted to hear from the man Himself.

This Samaritan woman became the first evangelist for Christ in the Gospel of John. Think what might happen if all of us here went out each day and planted seeds for Christ. The woman at the well had a personal encounter with Jesus during her normal work day. She experienced unconditional love and acceptance from Jesus, so she shared that excitement with others. 

Verses 40-41—When they came out to see Him, they begged Him to stay at their village. So He stayed for two days,  long enough for many of them to hear the message and believe. 

Wow, this sounds like a two day revival in Sychar and what a honor for this Samaritan woman to be a part. She was no longer treated as an outcast; she was part of the community. She was no longer seen as a foolish female; she was a wise woman. Hadn’t she been the first to meet the Messiah? Hadn’t she cared enough to include others in the excitement? 

Verse 42—Then they said to the woman, “Now we believe because we have heard Him ourselves, not just because of what you told us. He is indeed the Savior of the world.”

Her neighbors really were not being critical here at all. Rather they were confirming her original testimony: “You were right!” He is everything you said He was and more.”

So what happens next? Well, my guess is that our woman now evangelist won the heart of her man for the Lord and married him. No doubt though that everyone went home to share their stories and search the Law and the Prophets to look for more clues that pointed to the man they’d just met. 

Whatever the story line, of this we can be sure: the woman with no name left behind not only her discarded water pot, but her shame as well, never to embrace it again and to live her new life in Christ Jesus.

Reflections from the story

1.  Not lying isn’t the same as telling the truth—The Lord knows us ultimately, just as Jesus knew everything about this woman. Remember she did not confess her sexual sins. He had to gently point them out to her. For those of us who already know the Lord and are known by Him, such word games are no longer appropriate. Wise is the woman who, when her sins are revealed, confesses, repents, and rejoices, in the knowledge that even though Jesus sees through our smoke screens, He loves us completely. It is our sins that bring us humbly to out knees, exactly where the Lord wants us to be, so He can shower us with grace. 

Psalm 32:5—“Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity. I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord”—and you forgave me the guilt of my sin.

2.  Thirst is a gift from God. The woman was eager to find a way around her daily trips to the well, perhaps to avoid the labor and nuisance of it and most certainly to escape the raised eyebrows of her neighbors. Yet it was her thirst that put her in the pathway of the Messiah. It was her bodily thirst that led to a spiritual quenching. Just as in the physical realm, thirst is a God-given safety measure that sends us reaching for the nearest glass of water, in the spiritual realm, thirst is a sign we need a time of refreshment with our only source of living water. Let’s not ignore that thirst….let’s quench it!

Psalm 42:2—My soul thirst for God, for the living God. When can I go and meet with God?

3.  Water is meant to be shared, not hoarded.  The Samaritan woman could have tried to keep the good news about the Messiah to herself, conjuring up convincing arguments about how unkind and judgmental the town people all were. But the reality was, she couldn’t  keep a secret even if she wanted to. Her joy was too full. Her face was too radiant. Her heart was too changed. Sharing her faith with others wasn’t a Monday night missions requirement; it was the unavoidable outpouring of a woman whose spiritual cup suddenly ranneth over.

Acts 20:24—“I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace.” 

Small group time:

1. Think back for the “springs” in your life where God wanted you to drink mightily from His well of living water. These may be times of renewell, refreshing, and rest. Share a time.

2.  What wells have you drank from lately? Sometimes these wells are worldly such as success, control, possessions, recognition, etc. and they keep us from relying on Jesus. 

3.  What can you do to increase the thirst of others? The Samaritan women went out and shared the Messiah with others. What will you do: bring them to Titus 2, invite to church, pray with, share with them, etc. 

4.  Like the Samaritan woman, have you ever put up a smoke screen to keep Jesus away from your deepest secret? What did you do? Do you believe He already knows?

5.  What’s the most important lesson that you have learned from the life-changing story of the unnamed woman at the well?

Challenge: 

Think of one person who you will share the salvation message with this year and do it.   

