
John 4.1-42 
Ch. 2 - Water to wine symbolizes gift of forgiveness through Christ’s death and 
new wine of the kingdom 
Ch 2 – temple will be replaced by Christ’s body 
Ch 3 – Abrahamic ancestry and circumcision will be replaced by rebirth by 
water and the Spirit 
Ch 4 – worship at Gerizim and Jerusalem superseded by worship of God in 
Spirit and in Truth   
 
Scene 1 – Jesus and the Samaritan woman discuss living water 
Scene 2 – Jesus and the Samaritan woman discuss true worship 
Scene 3a – Jesus and the disciples discuss food 
Scene 3b – the Samaritan woman testifies to the village 
Scene 4 – the Samaritans proclaim Jesus as the Saviour of the world 
 
3 major themes: 

1. The gift of “living water” 
2. The worship of the Father in Spirit and in truth 
3. Mission to non-Jews 

 
vv. 1-6 Introduction 
Avoidance of rivalries and conflict with Jewish leaders 
Contrast with Nicodemus – yet both needed Jesus 
Gen 24.11 – Isaac and Rebekah 
Jesus “had to pass through Samaria” – emphasis theological more than 
practical: he “must” do his Father’s work – which is to give life to this woman.  
Note Jesus’ physical weariness and thirst. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
vv. 7-15 
Samaritans had their origins when Assyrians resettled foreigners in Samaria in 
late 8thC. See 2 Kings 17.24-41 
 
Woman’s literalist misunderstanding is that Jesus will give her some sort of 
magic water. 
 
The gulf between Jesus and the woman = far greater than gender or race. It is 
the gulf between the author of life and the world which is thirsty for that life. 
(Newbigin) 
 
“Living water” = water that bubbles up fresh from the spring 
V’s the stagnant water of a cistern  
It is the life-giving stream that will one day flow into the desert to bring life 
where there is death (Ezek 47.1-12). 
 
Augustine talks about “our hearts being restless till they rest in Thee.” 
Eccles 3.11 He has put eternity inot man’s heart, yet so that he cannot find out 
what God has done from the beginning to the end." 
 
She cannot understand about the gift he is giving until she knows the giver. 
 
Yet she makes a first step in the right direction – asking Jesus for the life-giving 
water. An expression of trust/faith. 
 

Just as God is the living water (Jer 2.13; 17.13) so too is Jesus – he is, and he 
gives living water – the life mediated by the Spirit sent from the Revealer-
Redeemer (Beasley-Murray) 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
vv. 16-26 
Jesus responds by telling her to call her husband. Things must be brought to 
light! Her sin is exposed – and the reason she is so thirsty for the living water 
Jesus offers. Her life is a desert, desperately trying to seek fulfilment in 
relationships with men. 
 
Barclay – when our sin is exposed, we awake to ourselves and we awake to our 
need of God. 
 
She does not seek to defend herself, or hide her sin, or draw back from Jesus, 
but rightly presses forward. “Where sin has been exposed one must ask about 
the possibility of atonement, of forgiveness. A prophet can bring no healing if 
the ministry of a priest is not available, if there is no ‘mercy seat’ where 
sacrifice can be accepted and sin put away. Where is that mercy seat, that true 
temple, where true worship may be offered by consciences cleansed from sin? 
Is it on Mt Zion, as Jews believe, or on Mt Gerizim where the Samaritans 
worship? This is no irrelevance to deflect attention from the woman’s sin; it is 
the proper pressing of the question which must be asked when sin has been 
brought to the light and exposed.” (Newbigin) 
 
Samaritan Pentateuch reads in Deut 27.3 that the place where an altar is to be 
built is Mt Gerizim, not Ebal as in MT. IN the Persian period a temple was built 
on Mt Gerizim (c.400BC), but destroyed by John Hyrcanus in 128BC. However 
the Samaritans continued to worship on the sacred site. 
 
The woman’s disordered past life reflects the disordered state of Samaritan 
religion (Newbigin). 
 
“God is Spirit” defines God not in his metaphysical being, but according to his 
work in the world (cf. “God is love” and “God is light”). Describes God’s action 
and working. 
 
Jesus makes it clear, and indeed the OT too, that true worship is not simply 
outward form but overflows from the heart (Amos 5.21-23) – a penitent, 
renewed heart, reborn of the Spirit. When Christ is exalted the Spirit will be 
poured out abundantly. Then all the world will be summoned to true worship. 
 
And it is the Spirit who will bring the Truth – convicting the world and leading 
into all truth (16.8ff., 13ff.) 



 
Worship should be Christ-centred and Bible-centred. It should be offered 
through Jesus Christ, otherwise “it falls under our Lord’s description of worship 
of ‘what you do not know.’” (Milne) 
 
The Samaritans looked for the coming of a Messiah (the Taheb) who would be 
more a teacher after the manner of the promise of Deut 18.15f. than a ruler of 
the Davidic line for whom Judah waited. She is willing to wait for his coming to 
hear the truth. (Newbigin) Jesus responds “I who speak to you, I AM” 
 
Jesus affirms the revelation of the OT (Samaritan Bible = Pentateuch only) is 
valid and gives true revelation of God. 
 
The woman’s leaving of her jar in haste = sure sign she intended to return at 
once – with others. Also a sure sign that tough Jesus had exposed her sin, she 
did not feel condemned. This man had held out to her the offer of living water 
and eternal life, and true worship. The leaving of the jar => may be interpreted 
as a sign of repentance, of leaving the old life (water) behind, for the new. 
 
Chester Cathedral sculpture The Water of Life 
My intentions with the piece were to show an intensity of relationship, in 
such, at that very moment, there was no one else existing in the world. In 
its sculptural form, I felt Christ needed to be set below this remarkable 
woman, while at the same time revealing how her life was springing out 
from his. I also wanted to show some ambiguity as to who was giving the 
water, and importantly for the water to be overflowing. It was the 
tenderness of Christ that touched me personally, her shame was to be 
taken away and not paraded across her community, with whom she 
became wonderfully reconciled. 
 
Her deduction that Jesus was the Messiah by means of his revelation of her 
past life is consonant with the Samaritan’s misunderstanding of the role of the 
“Taheb” as restorer and revealer of the truth (Deut 18.18). (B-M). 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 



vv. 27-42 
The disciples did not grasp what Jesus himself lived by. 
 
The food they bring is like the water the woman came to get; its benefits will 
quickly wear off. Her empty jar stands as testimony to that. The food that Jesus 
desires, and that sustains him, will last into eternity. 
 
For all disciples of Jesus, our life is no longer our own. 
 
Cf. what Jesus has to say about bread in 6.35-39. 
 
The normal wait between sowing and harvesting doesn’t apply here. Jesus has 
just sown, and the woman is sowing, and reaping will begin to follow 
immediately. The critical moment is now! And each worker is to rejoice in the 
success of others. 
 
NB. The woman was simply talking about Jesus – a person, not theology. 
------------ 
 
After only 2 days with Jesus the Samaritans acknowledge him as the Saviour of 
the world. This was a title claimed by the Emperor of Rome. But these 
Samaritans attribute it to Jesus alone: he fulfils the hopes of Samaritans, Jews 
and the world of nations. 
 
Jesus = Saviour in 2 senses: from ourselves/sin; from wrong religion. 
 
In the words of Ephraem the Syrian, an early commentator on Tatian’s 
Harmony of the Gospels: 

Jesus came to the fountain as a hunter… He threw a grain before one 
pigeon that he might catch the whole flock… At the beginning of the 
conversation he did not make himself known to her, but first she caught 
sight of a thirsty man, then a Jew, then a Rabbi, afterwards a prophet, 
last of all the Messiah. She tried to get the better of the thirsty man, she 
showed dislike of the Jew, she heckled the Rabbi, she was swept off her 
feet by the prophet, and she adored the Christ. 
 
 

Suggested Discussion Questions 
1. This narrative begins with a rumour – about Jesus baptizing more 

disciples than John – which is false (Jesus didn’t baptize anyone). 



Nevertheless, it was the cause of Jesus withdrawing from Judea and 
returning to Galilee. How do we respond to false rumours about 
churches and church leaders? How should we respond?  

2. Jesus broke a number of serious religious and social boundaries at the 
well. What kind of boundaries (including legal) do we sometimes face in 
work/our ministry/our sharing of the Gospel? How might we cope with 
them, and how might we support one another in such circumstances? 

3. The Samaritan woman had a distorted understanding of what God 
required her. What kind of issues do non-Christians raise with us which 
are a block to their truly knowing and worshipping God? How might we 
better point them to Christ? 

4. Jesus’ food was to do the will of the Father. Is there anything in your life 
which distracts you from being totally committed to doing God’s work? 
How might you address this? 

5. In what sense are the fields white and ready for harvest? Which fields in 
particular do you believe God is calling us to harvest? 
 
 

 


