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John 4. 5-42 ‘I can’t get no satisfaction.’ 

 

One well known ccynic says life is like an onion. You peel off layer after layer, only to discover at the 

end there is nothing in it, except perhaps tears. I think the woman at the centre of this story would have 

agreed with that sentiment. Like most us she was looking for happiness, but like many it kept eluding her 

grasp. 

 

Seems like many, she hoped that the right relationship, love marriage, would make her life worthwhile 

giving it meaning and significance. But somehow every relationship had turned to custard, the words of 

the Rolling Stones became her theme song, “I can’t get no satisfaction.” We are told her current man was 

no 6, and the romantic idealism of youth had turned into hardened cynicism. It seems her sense of self 

worth was pretty low. The normal time to visit the well, which was some distance from town was in the 

cool of the morning or evening. Why else would she come in the hottest part of the day except to avoid 

the embarrassment of being shunned by all those respectable neighbours of hers.  

 

Actor Kirk Douglas once likened his life to the script of a second-feature movie. “It was that corny that if 

someone offered me the screen play of my life to film I’d turn it down flat.” And the tragedy of human 

existence is, both then and today 2000 years later, so many are bored out of their brains by the sheer 

tedium of existence – like a rat trapped in an insoluble maze, or like a wheel caught in a never ending rut, 

they long for something to shatter the monotony, to fill the vacuum. 

 

And the irony is they don’t even know what it is they really want, let alone where to find it. They try 

another relationship – another job – alcohol – pornography – drugs – gaming or living in the alternative 

world of cyber space – the latest adrenalin laced thrill seeking craze – or escaping to some exotic tourist 

destination. But they only offer temporary escape and when real life returns, in the hours when they are 

alone, the emptiness, the vacuum, is still there. 

 

And so we have the picture of what happened when she met Jesus at Jacob’s well, so beautifully 

portrayed by John. Sometimes newspapers and magazines run a featured titled what’s wrong with this 

picture. In that day people instantly recognise 3 things wrong with this picture. 

(1) Jesus was already known as a holy man and here is chatting with a woman in public. In that culture 

almost any devout Jewish man would never have allowed themselves to be alone with a woman. Do all 

they could to avoid one, and if unavoidable never have entered into conversation. Risk too high – of 

impurity, gossip, being drawn into immorality. Shown by reaction of disciples to this later in chapt, 

surprised he was talking to a woman! More so than the second thing wrong…. 

(2) She as a Samaritan and Samaritans were impure – heretics. Had entered into mixed marriages had 

their religion polluted. As John puts it, Jews do not associate with Samaritans – let alone share a 

drinking vessel with one. 

(3) Compounding both these problems, the woman is obviously a bad character – that’s why she was 

visiting in the middle of the day and as we have said Jesus is already known as a holy man. 

 

Is an important lesson already in this for us. Jesus is not bothered by who you are with or what the world 

thinks of you. He is not hampered in his dealings with people by those discriminations which affect us so 

much – be they racial, or sexist, or reputation or might I add in today’s world political! If following 

lectionary, last week saw Jesus talking to a male Jewish aristocrat highly esteemed, Nicodemus. Here to a 

female Samaritan peasant of low esteem. But Jesus speaks to both with equal concern and equal respect – 

and interestingly this woman’s conversation is the longest recorded of anyone with Jesus in the entire NT. 



 
2 John 4. 5-42 

Note also that Jesus initiates the conversation. Will you give me a drink? How many boundaries crossed 

just in that! Again doesn’t act like so many earnest Christians seeking to do their mission bit, assuming 

we have everything people need and those who don’t know Jesus have nothing and its all one way – asks 

her for something. She something to give to him – he is needy! A man wanting something from a woman 

– other than sex! A Jew needing something from a Samaritan! Little wonder she is taken in by this strange 

Jew. How can you ask me for a drink? Like us her ideas about God are about to get shaken upside 

down. 

 

Then Jesus says something about living water, suggesting there is something more going on with this 

“water” than just “water”, hinting something more is going on in this moment than just a Jew and a 

Samaritan, a man and a woman, something beyond the conventional categories of race, gender, 

nationality, social status by which we fix and define people.   

 

Sir she says, you have nothing to draw the water with and the well is deep… where do you get this 

living water? And when she says “it is deep” we smile because we know she speaks more truthfully than 

she knows. This encounter between Jesus and the woman is thick, deep. Some commentators think she 

has genuinely misunderstood Jesus – taken his words literally and is going to take her off to some hidden 

spring nearby. I think though she is an intelligent woman and knows that Jesus was bantering with her, 

playing word-games. She has been chatted up by many men, knows when they are working the angles. 

She is not naïve. So I suspect there is a glint in her eyes, perhaps even a hint of flirtation. And so she is 

sort of like that is big talk. Who do you think you are teasing a poor country girl like me with offers of 

running water, when you haven’t even got a bucket to help yourself to this stagnant pool you are sitting 

on. Obviously, this water that was good enough for the patriarchs isn’t good enough for you -  are you 

greater than our father Jacob? And we smile again because we know she speaks more truth than she 

knows. Indeed someone greater is standing beside her.  

 

But Jesus is not diverted into theological debates. All who drink this water will be thirsty again. But 

those who drink the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give them will become 

in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life. As you know I enjoy doing tramping, and if you 

have, have you ever been out there on a long hot day and your water bottle is long empty and then you 

finally come across one of those ice cold crystal clear streams tumbling over the rocks. Just so 

invigorating – can’t get enough, So much better than any city water supply or costly bottled water. And 

the supply is endless – doesn’t run out. 

 

Remember couple of years ago doing Tongariro crossing – turned very hot day, no shade, got sunburned, 

ran out of water, still a long way to go and started coming across streams but couldn’t drink any because 

of all volcanic chemicals and minerals in them – torture. How I would have given for one of those 

streams. This is what Jesus offers to spiritually and emotionally thirsty people – not just a few gulps of 

satisfaction, but an inner fountain of bubbling vitality that satisfies our inner longings, our deepest human 

cravings.  

 

Sir give me this water so I won’t get thirsty and have to keep coming here to draw water. I suspect is 

still a sense of playfulness in her words, being a bit sarcastic – but also a certain wistfulness underlying it. 

Jesus has struck a deep chord in her heart. “If only it was true. That you could do this! If you could do 

your magic and free me from this cycle of aimlessness and drudgery I am stuck in.” And for Jesus that 

invitation, half joking, half doubting though it may have been is enough. All he needed was some 
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conscious confession on her part of her sense of need for Jesus to see through the verbal jesting and 

identify what was really going on with her.  

 

The trouble with most of us is that we are not willing to make such a confession. We insist on pretending 

everything is OK because if we faced the truth, we all live much closer to despair than we feel we can 

afford to admit – and maybe we can’t. So we erect all kinds of  defensive of mechanisms against that 

which we feel threaten to expose our real condition, our real poverty. And this is what Lent is really about 

– not giving up chocolate, or wine or whatever for a month – but examining our lives in the light of the 

truth that Jesus brings to bear and becoming aware of our weakness, our frailty, our vulnerability and 

bringing us into the healing and renewing grace of the living water, the spirit, which Christ offers. 

 

So exploring a bit deeper to expose her real needs Jesus says Go call your husband. He can play games 

also. And out it comes – I have no husband. You are right… you have had five… and the man you 

are with now is not your husband. Why does Jesus suddenly introduce this sordid dimension. Up till 

now he has been a model of tact and discretion. The answer is of course that he has to expose us to admit 

what is really going with us. We assume that the root of our emptiness lies somewhere else – if only I 

could find the right job – right man or woman – better house – get my children to…. – get some more 

money.  

 

But the real problem is not with any of these things, but with ourselves. As the great Saint Augustine said 

in his confessions, when he finally faced up to his reality after trying to find meaning in life with women, 

adventures, academic success – whatever else was current – “You have made us for yourself and our 

hearts are restless until they find their rest in you.” A seventh man isn’t going to satisfy her either – a 

better job, higher pay out on investments, moving to a new house, changing churches – whatever. Only in 

a relationship with Jesus is God able to fill us with the spring of living water which is the spirit. 

 

But the repartee continues. I see you are a prophet. Most commentators see this as a red herring throw 

into the conversation to change the subject. Perhaps to some degree it is – nobody likes talking about their 

failures, their weaknesses, their sin – ask anyone been involved in counselling people about their spiritual 

needs and they’ll talk about anything else. Theology is a much less threatening subject – what about those 

who’ve never heard the gospel. What about the innocent people and children who suffer and die? What 

about other religions? What about all these different denominations - Jerusalem or Samaria. Theology is 

a much less threatening subject than my condition.  

 

So it may be no more than a smoke screen. But to give the woman her due it may be more. She has 

suddenly realised this man she has taken for granted as a rather liberal minded interesting Jew, was 

nothing less than a prophet with supernatural knowledge of her sin. She knew she was being challenged to 

get right with God. So the obvious question was “where could she do so? Where do I go and offer 

sacrifice for my sin? At the temple in Jerusalem or the one here in Samaria?” 

 

The multitude of religions and denominations can be a red herring, but it can also be a genuine 

intellectual problem for some. It does need an answer and Jesus obliges. Believe me woman, the time is 

coming when you will worship neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You Samaritans worship 

what you do not know; we worship what we know for salvation is from the Jews. Yet a time is 

coming and has now come, when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, 

for they are the kind of worshippers the Father speaks. God is spirit, and his worshippers must 

worship in spirit and in truth. 
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These important words express some key things about the nature of Christianity. Notice first what he does 

not say. He does not say what our tolerant pluralist liberal 21st c. world wants him to say – and some 

make him out to say – that all religions are true. All roads lead to the top of the same mountain. That these 

differences between Jews and Samaritans are just superficial and historical and don’t matter in God’s 

eyes. You’ll see Jesus insists on the unique privilege of the Jews in God’s salvation – salvation is from 

the Jews. As Paul also insists. The Jews were uniquely among the nations of the world the recipients of 

God’s word, the law and the prophet. And of course Jesus, who John tells us at the very beginning of this 

chapter is the word of God, was a Jew as this woman acknowledged. And God’s salvation the scriptures 

are clear is found nowhere else but in Jesus – as John makes clear throughout this gospel. I am the way 

the truth and the life. No one come to the Father except through me.  

 

So if salvation is from the Jews and Jesus had asked this question 30 years earlier the answer would have 

been undoubtedly Jerusalem. But he goes on to say you stand at the beginning of a new age and one of the 

characteristics of that new age will be that access to God is no longer tied to any one race or nation or 

place as it was in the past. The historical privileges of the Jews will become obsolete and irrelevant. It 

will no longer be a matter of Jerusalem or Samaria but it will be a matter of spirit and truth – as indeed it 

already is. 

 

This all pretty deep stuff – even for us today, let alone a Samaritan peasant back then. I mean even the 

disciples never got it till after Easter and Pentecost. But she obviously knows quite a bit and says I know 

that the Messiah is coming. When he comes he will explain everything. And then comes the shattering 

reply I who speak to you am he. “I am he”. One of seven I am’s Jesus utters in John’s gospel. Just 

quoted another “I am the way the truth and the life.” When Moses asked God to tell him who he was this 

is the words God used – “I am who I am”. And here as elsewhere Jesus is using these words of himself. I 

am.  

 

This encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well explodes into an epiphany, an appearance of God, 

the veil is lifted. “It is I am who speaks to you.” So, Jesus is here saying to her not only that I am the 

Messiah who you and your people are waiting for but also that I am God who has come to you – as John 

put it at the beginning of his gospel The word was with God and the word was God… and the word 

became flesh and made his dwelling among us. No wonder that in coming into a relationship with Jesus 

we come into the fullness of life God intended for us and as we experience that life through the gift of the 

Spirit so there is ‘a spring of living water’ with us so that we never need be thirsty again. 

 

And this woman gets it (which the disciples do not, shocked he is conversing with her and mumbling on 

about literal food). But the woman leaving her water jar – John so wonderful tells us apparently 

incidental details, but full of powerful symbolism – having met Christ the living water she no longer 

needs it – she heads back into town, forgetting her shameful status, proclaiming to all and sundry Come 

see a man who told me everything I ever did. Could this be the Christ – the Messiah we have been 

waiting for.  

 

Interesting as at the end of the gospel women become the first preachers of the good news of the gospel 

that Christ is risen, so here early in this gospel, this Samaritan woman, regarded as a nobody by all, 

becomes the first preacher of the good news that Jesus the Christ is indeed the Messiah who has come not 

just to redeem God’s particular people the Jews, but as those who heard her acknowledge at the end of the 

story is the Saviour of the world, who makes it possible for all, Samaritans, Gentiles, sinners, women to 
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come through him into a relationship with the living God which will satisfy all our deepest needs and 

longings.  

 


