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How Jesus Dealt with People: 

The Samaritan Woman at the Well 

John 4:1-42 
 

This morning I’m continuing a brief series of sermons about how Jesus dealt with people. As 

I said last Sunday, my inspiration for this series is a little book by Delos Miles, my evangelism 

professor in seminary, entitled How Jesus Won Persons.
1
 My prayer is that by looking at several 

of Jesus’s encounters we’ll better understand how he dealt with people as a model for us as we 

seek to share the gospel with individuals from all walks of life. 

 Today we’re looking at Jesus’ conversation with the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well. 

Follow along in your Bibles as we read a portion of our text, John 4:1-42. 

 Read John 4:1-15 . . . 

 

Sometimes witnessing encounters can be a bit, maybe even very uncomfortable.  

The person we’re seeking to tell about Jesus may be from a different ethnic or socio-

economic background. Even when we’ve done our best to put aside prejudices, sometimes we 

discover that old prejudices toward people of another race or ethnicity or social or economic 

class—whether lower than our own or higher—die hard. 

Sometimes the person we know we need to share the gospel with is considered a social or 

moral outcast. In some cases, we may already know it about the person. Sometimes 

circumstances point us to it with someone we don’t yet know. Either can make for a difficult 

situation. Yet we have good news to share with such persons! 

How Jesus dealt with the Samaritan woman at the well can be very helpful to us at this point. 

 

A providential encounter 

John tells us that Jesus knew that the Pharisees had heard that he was making and baptizing 

more disciples than John the Baptist (actually Jesus’ disciples were doing the baptizing), so he 

left Judea to return to Galilee (4:1-3).  

In going to Galilee, Jesus “had to go through Samaria” (4:4).
2
 Now that was indeed the 

shortest route to Galilee, but it was not the usual Jewish route! It was definitely closer. But the 

Jews despised the Samaritans. In his commentary on this passage, William Hull points out that 

even those Jews who might show a reasonable tolerance for people of other races or ethnicities 

“were openly contemptuous of Samaritans as half breed descendants of the former ten tribes of 

Israel whose racial purity had been corrupted by foreign settlers.”
3
 When the northern kingdom 
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of Israel had fallen to the Assyrians in 722 BC, the Assyrians had deported many of the Israelites 

to other lands and brought in captives from other lands and settled them in Israel. In time, people 

from the two groups intermarried. While their descendants held some beliefs in common with the 

Jews, they followed a different understanding of the Hebrew faith. So instead of traveling 

through Samaria, the Jews of Jesus’ day, because of their disdain for and fear of contamination 

by the Samaritans, would cross the Jordan near Jericho, then go up the east side of Jordan until 

they were past Samaria, then cross back over the Jordan into Galilee. 

But John says that Jesus “had to go through Samaria, implying a divine necessity. 

He and his disciples were of course traveling on foot, so it’s no wonder that by the time they 

got to the town of Sychar, Jesus, being fully human as well as fully divine, was tired and thirsty. 

So he sat down by the well about noon, while his disciples went into town to buy food. 

While he was sitting there, this Samaritan woman came to draw water from the well. 

Ordinarily, women would go to the well to draw water in the morning or evening while it was 

cool, not at noon. John doesn’t say it directly, but this implies that she came at noon to avoid the 

crowd that came to the well at the usual times. And Jesus met her there. 

Jesus’ approach here shows us that we need to watch for providential encounters. In one 

sense, Jesus went out of his way to encounter the woman. But the reason he did so was divine 

necessity—“he had to go through Samaria. Jesus encountered this woman of questionable 

character in the course of his journey. And he recognized this encounter as a divine appointment. 

Sometimes we have these kinds of encounters. We say that we and the other person “just 

happened to be” in the same place. But did it just happen? Or did God’s providential hand bring 

us together? 

  

A life-changing conversation 

Jesus began a conversation with the woman by asking her to give him a drink of water. She 

was taken aback by his request. She knew by his clothes that Jesus was a Jew, not a Samaritan. 

And she knew that a Jew would never ask a Samaritan for a drink, because as John tells us, Jews 

and Samaritans didn’t have anything to do with one another. Actually, this didn’t mean that they 

never had any direct contact; after all, the disciples had gone into town to buy food from 

Samaritans. What it meant was that the Jews wouldn’t share the same cups and dishes with 

Samaritans “for fear of ritual contamination.”
4
  

So the woman responded to Jesus in verse 9, “You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. 

How can you ask me for a drink?” 

Jesus immediately turned the conversation toward the kingdom of God. He told 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” (4:10). 

And just as we saw Nicodemus in last week’s sermon misunderstanding what Jesus said 

about being born from above, taking it in a literal, physical sense, so the woman misunderstood 

Jesus about this “living water.” In an earthly sense, “living water” came from a spring or a 

spring-fed well, not from rainwater or runoff collected in a cistern. Since Jesus didn’t have 

anything to draw with and the well was deep, where could he get this “living water”? Surely he 

wasn’t greater than Jacob, who had given them this well many centuries before! Or was he? 

Jesus went on to tell her that anyone who drinks water from the well—literal water—would 

become thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water Jesus gives would never thirst again—

spiritually, not physically, of course. In fact, that water he gives would “become in them a spring 

of water welling up to eternal life.” 
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Still misunderstanding, the woman told him, “Sir, give me this water so that I won’t get 

thirsty and have to keep coming here to draw water” (4:15). 

And then, just as he did with Nicodemus, Jesus reframed and redirected the conversation. He 

told her to go call her husband and come back. 

When she told him she had no husband, Jesus told her she was right—she had had five 

husbands and the man she had now was not her husband. Her life was a wreck, and she had a 

thirst that she couldn’t quench. But she didn’t want to talk about it. 

So she redirected the conversation and said, “Sir, I can see that you are a prophet” (4:19), and 

decided to ask him a religious question about where people should worship, on Mount Gerizim 

in Samaria or in Jerusalem at the temple on Mount Zion. Jesus responded that the time had come 

when true worshipers will worship God in the Spirit and in truth; that’s what the Father desires, 

and since God is spirit, that’s how he must be worshiped. 

Finally, sort of as a catch-all response, the woman says, “I know that Messiah is coming. 

When he comes, he will explain everything to us” (4:25). 

Then Jesus declared to her, “I, the one speaking to you—I am he” (4:26). Here he clearly 

revealed to her who he is! 

Now consider this conversation and how it can guide us in these kinds of encounters. 

Jesus used his physical thirst as a point of entry to address the woman’s spiritual thirst. 

That’s an excellent way to engage in a conversation about spiritual things. We can use our 

common human needs as a doorway to talk about spiritual needs. 

Jesus used thirst. We can use hunger, health, physical strength or weakness, or other needs. 

We can also use emotional needs as a means to connect with people and move the conversation 

toward spiritual matters. 

And if we’re going to be honest with people in these kinds of conversations, we have to be 

honest about the reality of sin. Jesus lovingly, but firmly, confronted the Samaritan woman about 

her sin. He didn’t browbeat her about it, but he was honest about it. He didn’t dwell on it, but he 

did use the loving confrontation to reinforce the fact that she had a spiritual thirst that her 

attempts had not been able to quench. And interestingly, it was at this point that the woman 

began to understand some of what Jesus was revealing about himself. 

Now sometimes in these encounters, people will ask theological questions, as this woman 

did. Sometimes they’re honest, earnest questions; sometimes they’re diversionary tactics to try to 

move the conversation away from the real issue at hand. 

The woman’s question seems to have been honest. But as Jesus responded to her question, he 

dealt with it by reframing and refocusing what she was asking. And when she moved to that 

catch-all declaration, “I know that Messiah is coming, and he will explain everything to us,” 

Jesus then declared himself to be the Messiah she was looking for. 

Just as Jesus did, in our honest conversations with people about spiritual matters, we can 

reframe and refocus their theological questions and affirmations in ways that point them to Jesus 

Christ and what God has done, is doing, and will do in him. 

 

The resulting change 

 Now at this point in Jesus’ conversation with the woman, his disciples returned, surprised to 

find him talking with a woman, but not daring to ask him about it. As for the woman, she left her 

water jar that she had brought to fetch water from the well, and went into town to tell the people 

about Jesus! 

 Many of them believed because of her testimony, so they came to Jesus. They asked him to 



 4 

stay with them; he did for two days. “And because of his words many more became believers” 

(4:40-41), declaring that they knew that “this man really is the Savior of the world” (4:42). 

 Jesus honored and affirmed the woman’s newfound faith and her witness about him. As we 

see indications that a person is taking that step of putting their faith in Jesus, we should honor 

and affirm their new commitment. I have to admit that sometimes I have a tendency to be a little 

skeptical in certain situations. But we must trust the Holy Spirit to take the gospel and apply it to 

people’s hearts, convicting them of their sin and need and leading them to Jesus and enabling 

them to trust in him. And when they declare their faith, we must encourage them, disciple them, 

and hold them accountable! 

 

How Jesus dealt with the woman 

So how did Jesus deal with the woman? Beginning where she was, he revealed himself step 

by step to her. In this providential encounter, he engaged her in a life-changing conversation that 

used his physical thirst as a doorway to talk about her spiritual thirst and how he could quench it. 

And when she put her trust in him, he affirmed her faith and her witness about him. Jesus always 

dealt with people where they were, in the way they could best come to understand their need and 

how he could meet it. 

As Jesus’ witnesses, we can follow his example. We can be his instruments as he does the same 

with people today—taking them where they are, revealing himself to them so they can trust in 

him.  

 

MEG 
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