
A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 
Third Sunday in Lent; March 19th, 2017 

John 4:5-42 
“?” 

~~~~~~~~ 
Scripture Introduction 

Today we make a rather large transition from the texts of last 
Sunday.  Last week we were overhearing a conversation 
between Nicodemus and Jesus. Remember Nicodemus was a 
man, a high ranking official in the religious establishment, and 
he had come to visit Jesus at night.   

Today, however, the setting of the Scripture passage shifts to 
high noon and a conversation that Jesus had with an unnamed 
woman.  The woman was a Samaritan; she was part of a group 
shunned by orthodox Jews because of differences of race and 
worship practices.   

So the contexts of the passage from last week and the this week 
are quite different.  Last week a named, powerful insider came 
to Jesus under the cover of darkness, and this week Jesus goes to 
an unnamed, powerless outsider under the brightness of the 
noonday sun.   

This conversation we are about to eavesdrop upon is also one 
where old boundaries are blown away like drawn lines in desert 
sands.  Notice the shock of the Samaritan woman who is being 
asked to share her water bucket with a Jew.  Notice the shock of 
the disciples who find Jesus conversing with a woman.  Notice 
the conversion of many Samaritans who come to see Jesus as the 



Savior of the world; that is, a Savior beyond the Jewish race.  
According to John’s gospel, the wind of God’s forgiveness and 
love have blown in surprising places, erasing lingering traces of 
ancient enmities.   

And finally, one more note about this passage.  A question: 
“With whom would you guess that the gospel writers assign 
Jesus’ longest conversation with an individual?”  Surely it must 
be Peter – the rock upon which Jesus would build the church!  
Surely Jesus’ longest conversation with an individual in the 
gospels is with – if not Peter – then with John, the beloved 
disciple, who crafted the story we will read this morning!  The 
answer is –  Jesus’ longest conversation with an individual in the 
Bible is with an unnamed Samaritan woman at a well under 
noonday sun.   

Listen for the Word of God in John 4:5-42 

There are several interesting details in this story that could serve 
as the springboard for a sermon.  I have been unable to make a 
hard and fast decision on which direction we should take; so, I’ll 
present a number of options for you to take home and build your 
own sermon.  I will come close to the sermon I might have built 
toward the end of these remarks.   

~~~~~~~~ 
We could, you could, in building our sermon focus on the fact 
that this story takes place at Jacob’s well.  This is the well where 
the patriarch Jacob first laid eyes on Rachel.  This story with 
Jesus and the Samaritan woman could be thought of as a divine 
twist on the traditional “boy meets girl” romance.  The love 



story here, however, ends not with a wedding day or on the 
observation tower of the Empire State Building but with a 
woman coming to an awareness of the deepest, most accepting, 
most wholesome love possible – the love of God that forgives 
all sins and embraces all who come to the well looking for life. 
This a story of a woman coming to accept and love herself 
through the grace of God.    

Maybe that will be the sermon you and I might build when we 
get home...it would be a good one! 

~~~~~~~~ 
We could, you could, in building our sermon focus on the gospel 
writer’s use of irony in the telling of this story.  Jesus talks of 
eternal water while the Samaritan woman remains focused on 
ordinary thirst.  Jesus talks of satisfying his hunger by doing 
God’s will while the disciples seem to be wondering if someone 
had slipped Jesus a sandwich while they were away looking for 
food.  Jesus talks of sowing and reaping and the disciples are so 
befuddled they do not respond at all to what Jesus said.  Jesus is 
speaking on one level while all who are listening to him are 
hearing him on another, more basic level.  A sermon we might 
build on this theme would be an invitation to think more deeply 
about the faith, to be open to metaphor in coming to understand 
God’s ways in the world.  A sermon on this theme could remind 
us to see in ordinary things – water, bread, wine – the message 
of God’s love and the means for God’s grace.   
Maybe that will be the sermon you and I might build when we 
get home...it would be a good one! 

~~~~~~~~ 
We could, you could, in building our sermon on this passage 



focus on the detail John gives us about the woman that as she 
leaves to go back to the village to proclaim what she has come 
to know about Jesus and about herself she leaves her water 
bucket by the well.  Is this detail significant?  Why would it be 
included in the story if John did not find it helpful or suggestive?  
Maybe the woman had moved into a deeper understanding of 
her life?  Maybe she had come to a place of understanding about 
the spring of water that is God’s love and forgiveness for her 
that would bring her into a new life of gushing grace?  The 
sermon we might build on this interesting detail could be a 
reminder to us of the value, sometimes, of leaving the past in the 
past and moving boldly into a new life sprinkled clean by our 
encounter with Jesus.   

Maybe that will be the sermon you and I might build when we 
get home... it would be a good one! 

~~~~~~~~ 
There are lots of sermons awaiting each of us in this story of the 
Samaritan woman at the well.  The story is rich and carefully 
crafted.  The story is provocative on many levels, but it does 
seem to revolve around the central theme that Jesus is the living 
water of eternal life and this water is available for all people.  In 
God’s love there are no longer barriers of gender, race, class, 
even religion.  Jesus offers the basic ingredient for eternal life – 
the love of God which springs eternal.   

~~~~~~~~ 
There is one more small detail in the story that I will use to 
begin to build a sermon.  In our time, 21st century time, when 
religious fundamentalism in Christianity, in Islam, in Judaism, in 
most if not all of the major and minor world religions is tearing 



the world asunder, this last detail may be quite important to hold 
up.   

The detail to which I refer is not a word, phrase, character or 
prop but ... a punctuation mark.  Remember how the woman 
went back to her village and she said to her neighbors – “Come 
and see a man who told me everything I have ever done!”  And 
then she ended her invitation with this sentence, “He cannot be 
the Messiah, can he?”  One of the early evangelists for Christ – 
the Samaritan woman – ended her witness to the Messiah with 
an open ended question.  There is a question mark at the end of 
the Samaritan woman’s proclamation.  

~~~~~~~~ 
There is a cartoon collection in my office entitled “Sanctuary 
Smiles.”  One of the cartoons has a pastor sitting behind his desk 
and behind him is a chart that has the title at the top of the chart 
“Worship Attendance.”  The arrow on the graph is going south.  
The arrow is moving down and down and down.  There is an 
elder standing in front of the pastor’s desk, and he says to the 
pastor – “I’m no expert, Joe, but perhaps we’d do better if you 
didn’t end each of your sermons with ‘But then again, what do I 
know.”   

~~~~~~~~ 
The Samaritan woman – ending her message with a question 
mark as she did –  might be a reminder to us all that God is 
beyond all of our declarations.  She might be before us this day 
to remind us that our knowledge is incomplete, that our 
language in the Church is often too absolute to be inviting and 
maybe even too absolute to be true.  The Samaritan woman – 
and a sermon we might build upon this story – could be a 



healthy counter-point to the bombastic and brittle and often 
times hostile tone that passes for religious conviction in our 
divided up, holed-up, messed-up world. 

~~~~~~~~ 
I think as we seek to be the church in this world at this time  

we need to recognize that people come to the well, the church, 
with questions.    

People come to the well, the church,  
looking for a place where they can learn about God  

and about how to live a life that is wholesome and graced  
but where they will not be belittled for having questions  

about the faith and the traditions of the church.   
People come to the well, to the church,  

looking for a place that does not beat-up on uncertainty,  
but invites all into the bathing love of God.   

People come to the well, the church,  
looking for a place that does not accuse and condemn,  

but offers a long drink of understanding and forgiveness.  People 
come to the well, the church,  

looking for a place that does not build walls of division,  
but offers a gentle invitation into the showering acceptance  

of God and neighbor.   
~~~~~~~~ 

So, if I, in all my uncertainty and indecisiveness,  
were to build a sermon on this story,  

I might end it by saying with the Samaritan woman –  
“Come and see, could this be the Messiah?”


