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THE LIVING WATER 
John 4:1-15 (No. 24) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
February 26, 2017 

INTRODUCTION 

Read John 4:1-15  

John 4:1-15 Now when Jesus learned that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus was making 
and baptizing more disciples than John 2 (although Jesus himself did not baptize, but only his 
disciples), 3 he left Judea and departed again for Galilee. 4 And he had to pass through 
Samaria. 5 So he came to a town of Samaria called Sychar, near the field that Jacob had given to 
his son Joseph. 6 Jacob's well was there; so Jesus, wearied as he was from his journey, was sitting 
beside the well. It was about the sixth hour. 
7 A woman from Samaria came to draw water. Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.” 8 (For his 
disciples had gone away into the city to buy food.)9 The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it 
that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a woman of Samaria?” (For Jews have no dealings 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 nothing to draw water with, and the well is 
deep. Where do you get that living water? 12 Are you greater than our father Jacob? He gave us 
the well and drank from it himself, as did his sons and his livestock.” 13 Jesus said to 
her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, 14 but whoever drinks of the water 
that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will become in him 
a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” 15 The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, 
so that I will not be thirsty or have to come here to draw water.” 
 

I suppose you’ve read this story before of the woman at the well.  It’s familiar to us.  But we 
look at it again this morning and we want to see its previous truths.  The best truths are not the 
ones that only scholars can understand, but the ones that even a child can understand. 

I. ON TO GALILEE THROUGH SAMARIA 

I remind you that in chapter 3 Jesus’ ministry had become very popular and that it had 
overshadowed John the Baptist’s ministry.  John was glad about that. John’s disciples were not.  
Chapter 4 begins by telling us that news of Jesus’ ministry was spreading: 

vv. 1–3: "Now when Jesus learned that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus was making and 
baptizing more disciples than John (although Jesus himself did not baptize, but only his 
disciples), he left Judea and departed again for Galilee."  

So the Pharisees heard that Jesus’ ministry now exceeded John’s.  Jesus’ disciples were 
baptizing, but he was doing more than that. He was “making” disciples. That is, the crowds were 
turning into followers. 



 www.tccathens.org 

2 

 

We should keep in mind that “disciple” in John’s Gospel doesn’t necessarily mean that they trust 
Christ savingly.  But they were learners and had some commitment to his teaching, if only 
superficial.  All this attracted the Pharisee’s attention. 

John the Baptist had already attracted their attention.  The Pharisees dispatched a band of priests 
and Levites from Jerusalem to determine John’s identity and his authority for baptisms (1:19-28).  
They were already dismayed that John attracted crowds and was baptizing.  

But now there was Jesus, who was attracting even greater crowds and baptizing more than even 
John.  Jesus learned that his ministry had attracted the attention of the Pharisees. We aren’t told 
how.  Other translations read that Jesus “knew.”  Perhaps he knew in the same way he knew 
Nathanael before he met him (1:48).  Or in the same way he knew all people, what was in man, 
and therefore did not entrust himself to all (2:24-25).  Or perhaps he simply received a report that 
news of his activities out in the Judean countryside had reached the Pharisees back in Jerusalem.  
However Jesus learned of it, he decided it wasn’t worth staying put.  In 3:22, we read that when 
Jesus came to the Judean countryside, he “remained” there.  When we studied that verse, we saw 
that the word “remained” conveyed the idea that he wasn’t in a hurry to move on.  But now that 
the Pharisees heard of his ministry’s popularity, he decided it was time to move on. 

Perhaps Jesus knew that staying put would create further conflict between his disciples and those 
of John’s.  More likely, he knew of a growing animosity of the Pharisees toward him.  We can’t 
forget that Jesus grew up in this culture. He knew who they were.  They would eventually turn 
all their aggression on him. They would be, as Calvin says, “filled with rage under the pretense 
of godly zeal.” In the divine order of things, this wasn’t yet the time for a clash. 

So v. 3 says, “he left Judea and departed for Galilee.”  A bit of a geography lesson helps with 
understanding what Jesus did: Jesus was in Judea, which was in the south part of Palestine and to 
the west of the Dead Sea.  Jerusalem and the temple were located in Judea. The Pharisees were 
prominent here too.  Galilee was to the north, up around the Sea of Galilee.  As we’ve already 
seen in this Gospel, Jesus did his first sign in Galilee, in the small town of Cana, where he turned 
water into wine.  Later on in this chapter, Jesus will do another miracle. There. 

In between Judea (to the south) and Galilee (to the north) was a region known as Samaria, where 
the Samaritans lived.  The history of the Samaritans goes back to the fall of Israel to the 
Assyrians.  In 722 B.C., the Assyrian army raided the 10 tribes of Israel, as God’s judgment on 
Israel’s disobedience.  2 Kings 17:23-24 records what happened in the aftermath:  

2 Kings 17:23–24: " Israel was exiled from their own land to Assyria until this day. And the king 
of Assyria brought people from Babylon, Cuthah, Avva, Hamath, and Sepharvaim, and placed 
them in the cities of Samaria instead of the people of Israel. And they took possession of Samaria 
and lived in its cities."    
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Essentially, the Assyrians deported the leading men and women of Israel and resettled the land 
with their own people.  This was smart of the Assyrians. It eliminated any patriotic uprising 
among the Israelites who were left and essentially destroyed their culture and religious practice. 

The Israelites who remained in the land began to marry the foreigners, who now lived alongside 
them.  The foreigners brought their idol worship and predictably the Israelites left in the land 
became idol worshippers too or merged their worship of Yahweh with idol worship (syncretism). 

Over time, animosity grew between these Samaritans, as they were called, because they lived in 
the region of Samaria, and the Jews in the south.  The Samaritans rejected all of the Old 
Testament except the first five books (Pentateuch) and at one time built their own temple of 
worship, not in Jerusalem, but on the mountain of Gerizim, which the Jews later destroyed. 

The Samaritans lineage back to the tribes of Israel was lost when the Assyrians defeated the 
northern 10 tribes and deported their important people. Their genealogical ties to Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob were broken.  The Jews thought of the Samaritans as the children of half-breeds 
because their ancestors had married foreigners.  The Samaritans viewed themselves as Jews. The 
Jews viewed them as worse than Gentiles. 

Many strict Jews wouldn’t even travel through the region of Samaria. According to their 
customs, to even touch a Samaritan would render a Jews ceremonially unclean.  The end of verse 
9 summarizes the prevailing disposition of the Jews toward Samaritans: “Jews have no dealings 
with Samaritans.” 

All of that background makes verse 4 curious: On Jesus’ way to Galilee from Judea, “he had to 
pass through Samaria.”  In a technical sense, Jesus didn’t have to pass through Samaria to get 
north.  Plenty of strict Jews of Judea first went east, over the Jordan River into the region of 
Perea, then traveled north, and then back over the Jordan to get to Galilee.  The route was much 
longer but they didn’t have to go through Samaria and come into contact with the ones they 
despised and risk becoming unclean in their own eyes.  But Jesus didn’t choose the longer route. 
He had to go through Samaria.   

The word “had” is a simple one, but carries a weight of meaning.  If you study the word through 
John’s Gospel, you learn that the word is often tied to Jesus’ obedience to his Father’ will (3:14; 
9:4; 10:16; 12:34; 20:9).  The only reason Jesus had to pass through Samaria is that his route was 
divinely ordered. He had a divine appointment to keep.  He was on his way to meet an immoral 
Samaritan woman at a famous well at an odd time. 

II. MEETING AT JACOB’S WELL 

“[H]e left Judea and departed again for Galilee. And he had to pass through Samaria. So he came 
to a town of Samaria called Sychar, near the field that Jacob had given to his son Joseph. Jacob’s 
well was there. . ." (vv. 3-6a). 
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The field that Jacob gave to Joseph alludes to Genesis 48:22, where Jacob on his deathbed gave a 
plot of land along the edge of a mountain to Joseph.  Joseph was later buried in that plot of land.  
Although the Old Testament doesn’t mention Jacob digging a well there, we learn here that on 
the outskirts of the city of Sychar, there was a well called Jacob’s well.  Well-attested tradition 
identifies this well as still there today.  The same one that Jesus visited, you could visit. 

The well has been measured to be as much as 120’ deep, so it reaches deep into the ground to the 
water table and its water was probably of a high purity.  The word “well” used in this verse is not 
the same word for “well” used later on in verse 11.  This word in verse 6 is an unusual one. It 
actually signifies a stream or a fountain.  This particular well was fed by a spring, continually 
bringing fresh water. 

On this particular day, verse 6 continues, “Jesus, wearied as he was from his journey, was sitting 
beside the well. It was about the sixth hour."  Most wells of those days were carved from 
limestone rock with a lip or wall to guard against accidents.  Perhaps Jesus sat on this or perhaps 
he sat on the ground beside the well. 

His disciples had come with him and apparently shortly after they arrived to the well, he sent 
them into Sychar to buy food: 

v. 8: "(For his disciples had gone away into the city to buy food.)"  

They had probably traveled a long way.  Travelers would usually start at daybreak.  It was now 
the sixth hour.  The Jews counted the start of the day at sunrise (roughly 6 a.m.) and the end of 
the day at sunset (roughly 6 p.m.). So it was about noon—the heat of the day.  They may have 
already walked for six hours. 

The scene reminds me of hiking the hills of Los Angeles County, where the air is dry and, 
though the day starts off cool, by noon it can be quite hot. The climate in Los Angeles is very 
similar to parts of Israel. 

Jesus was weary from his journey.  Though Jesus was God in the flesh, he was still fully man.  
Though he was omnipotent God, in his flesh he became fatigued and had thirst—just as you and 
I would.  He was physically limited as any man would be.  As he was sitting there, verse 7 says, 
“A woman from Samaria came to draw water.”  The text mentions no one else accompanying 
her. She came alone.  She came to this well in the heat of the day and only Jesus was there with 
her. 

We later find out that this woman was an immoral woman. Jesus exposes her. He knows her 
even though he hadn’t met her before.  In verse 18, he confronts her sin: “you have had five 
husbands, and the one you now have is not your husband.”  It’s curious that she was at the well 
in the first place.  She came by herself. Women in that culture were typically responsible for  
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drawing water, but they usually came in groups (Gen 24:11; Ex 2:16; 1 Sam 9:11).  And they 
usually came either early in the day or late in the day, not in the heat of the day.  And it is 
unusual that she’d come to a well outside of the city when there would have been wells inside the 
city.   

The timing of her visit seems to be calculated to avoid coming to the well when others—
especially other women—would be there.  She had a reputation: five husbands and now with yet 
another man.  She carried her shame with her wherever she went, even if she wasn’t convicted 
about her sin.  She could have met no one better that day at the well.  She may have even been 
surprised to see anyone at the well.  The surprises would keep coming. 

III. THE LIVING WATER 

Verse 7, “Jesus said to her, ‘Give me a drink.’” 

As unusual as the woman’s behavior coming to the well alone, in the heat of the day, outside of 
town, this one line from Jesus was even more unusual.  Jewish men avoided speaking to women 
in public, especially not a woman at a well.  Isaac and Jacob both found their future spouses at 
local watering holes (Gen. 24:17; 29:10).  For a Jewish man to speak to a woman at the well 
could suggest that the man was looking for a partner.  It would invite speculation about the 
man’s motives.  It even caught Jesus’ disciples by surprise when they returned. 

v. 27:  "Just then his disciples came back. They marveled that he was talking with a woman, but 
no one said, “What do you seek?” or, “Why are you talking with her?”"  

For Jesus to even speak with her was risky to his reputation.  Here was a Jewish teacher (rabbi) 
speaking with an immoral woman.  And then, of course, he was a Jew and she was a Samaritan. 
Even she was shocked: 

John 4:9: "The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, 
a woman of Samaria?” (For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.)"  

As I said earlier, the strict Jews wouldn’t even venture into Samaria.  The Samaritans were the 
children of rebels, racially mixed, ethnically impure in their eyes.  To sit on what they sat on, 
ride on what they rode on, to touch them or what they touched, to eat their food or use their 
utensils or vessels for water would make a Jew unclean under their customs.  A generation later, 
Jews had a law that all Samaritan women were perpetually unclean.  And here a Jewish man was 
asking for her to give him a drink with her vessel. 

Jesus evidently didn’t care much for these Jewish traditions. He had no qualms with the disciples 
going to the Samaritan city to find food or to travel through Samaria.  She understood that Jews 
didn’t mix with Samaritans.  So it was astonishing to her that Jesus was willing to engage her, 
even reach out to her, and take what she could offer with her water jar. 
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In this moment, she couldn’t fathom that Jesus sanctifies what he touches (Carson).  It’s beyond 
her understanding that this man before her is the cleanest, most pure man to ever live and that he 
could cleanse her in all her filthiness. 

She could not have known that this man before her, who was weary and thirsty, was God in the 
flesh—the God she was in rebellion against—and yet would die a few years later so that as far as 
the east is from the west, this God could remove her sins from her.  And though her sins were 
like scarlet, she could be washed white as snow.  God would do this.  He said so in the very 
books of the Old Testament she rejected as a Samaritan. 

If she could see and believe in the one who spoke to her, she could be numbered among those 
that Revelation 7:14 would say, “They have washed their robes and made them white in the 
blood of the Lamb.”   

The sacrificial Lamb sat before her.  More than he needed water from her, she needed what only 
he could give.  He was God’s gift to her. He was sent by God to give life to the world, even her, 
if she believed.   

Verse 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.”"   

For the conversation to advance, she had to recognize that she was truly the thirsty one.  He had 
physical thirst, but she was spiritually parched.  Jesus had the ability to give her living water. 

That phrase in those days ordinarily meant water that flowed, like in a stream, as opposed to still 
water, like in a pond.  Jesus was speaking a spiritual truth. He was telling her about spiritual 
living water.  But she missed the point. She could only think of physical water. 

Verse 11: "The woman said to him, “Sir, you have nothing to draw water with, and the well is 
deep. Where do you get that living water?"  

But Jesus wasn’t talking about getting water from the well anymore or water from somewhere 
else.  He knew her true need. She was on the path of destruction. Her life was unholy.  

In the words of Jeremiah 2:13, she had forsaken God, “the fountain of living waters and hewed 
out cisterns [for herself], broken cisterns that can hold no water.” 

Similarly, Jeremiah 17:13 warns, “O LORD, the hope of Israel, all who forsake you shall be put to 
shame; those who turn away from you shall be written in the earth, for they have forsaken the 
LORD, the fountain of living water." 

She had rebelled against the one Psalm 36:9 calls “the fountain of life.”  Because she didn’t 
know the Lord, she had never experienced the joy that Isaiah 12:3 calls, “drawing from the wells 
of salvation.” 
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Here before her was the one who could personally offer her the words of Isaiah 55:1: "“Come, 
everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and he who has no money, come, buy and eat! Come, 
buy wine and milk without money and without price."  

She needed spiritual transformation.  But all she could see was that Jesus didn’t have a bucket.  
Then she added in a kind of mockery or ridicule:  

John 4:12: "Are you greater than our father Jacob? He gave us the well and drank from it himself, 
as did his sons and his livestock.”"  

Her question in the Greek (“Are you greater than our father Jacob?”) expects a negative answer.  
Of course you’re not greater than Jacob!  But he was.  Jacob dug the well, but Jesus was the one 
who offered better water than even Jacob’s well could give.  He responded:  

Verses 13-14:  Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks of the 
water that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will become 
in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” 

Jesus had water that would forever satisfy.  If you drank the water Jesus offered, you’d never be 
thirsty again.  If you drank Jesus’ water, that water would become in you a spring of water 
welling up, overflowing, running over, gushing out, flooding into eternal life. 

What did Jesus mean that if you drink his water you won’t be thirsty again and that the water 
will become a spring of water in you welling up to eternal life?  What is this living water?  In a 
word, it’s salvation. 

Why does he use this analogy?  Because they are at a well and because of the Old Testament 
promises that Jesus is showing he fulfills as the promised Messiah.  Jesus brings the promised 
salvation for the world as its Savior. 

He said in John 6:35: "Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not 
hunger, and whoever believes in me shall never thirst."  

And also in John 7:37-38, he adds: "On the last day of the feast, the great day, Jesus stood up and 
cried out, “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the 
Scripture has said, ‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’” 

So this salvation and all that comes with it—redemption, forgiveness, pardon, grace, mercy, 
justification—is offered by Jesus and mediated by the Holy Spirit.  Water is the symbol of life. 
With water, things grow.  His water—his salvation—brings eternal life.  With his water, you’ll 
never thirst again.  You’ll never need another salvation.  The salvation keeps overflowing and 
you are kept by God forever—eternally secure in Jesus’ salvation because you’ve drunk at the 
well of Jesus. 
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This woman is intrigued, but for all the wrong reasons: 

John 4:15: "The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I will not be thirsty or have 
to come here to draw water.”"  

She wants the water, but she doesn’t want Jesus.   

Those who gravitate to the prosperity gospel do the same.  That false gospel teaches that if you 
believe in Jesus, he’ll prosper you with cars, nice homes, lots of money and success, fame, good 
health.  Lots of people hear that and say, “Well then, I’ll take Jesus!”  But they don’t want Jesus. 
They want the stuff. 

She’ll take the convenience of not coming to the well anymore so that she doesn’t have to endure 
any more public shame for all her sin.  And she’d love all her physical needs met too.  But she 
doesn’t want him.  Give me the water, but I don’t want you, Jesus.  She won’t be the last person 
in this Gospel who treats Jesus the same way.  She hadn’t yet understood her true needs and who 
it was that stood before her.  We’ll have to leave her in that condition as we continue the story 
next week. 

CONCLUSION 

But for now, we come away from this part of the story with another beautiful portrait of Jesus.  
The story isn’t about her, it’s about him.  And here we see Jesus as the only one who can offer 
the water of salvation and eternal life. 

So we drink at the well of Jesus to get salvation through faith in him alone—only as a gift.  And 
then we take joy in experiencing the overflow of blessings that come from knowing and trusting 
in Jesus and the Spirit living inside us. 
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