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A sermon on John 4 The woman at the well   
Leyland Week of Christian Prayer and Unity May17th 2015 

 
Jesus, tired as he was from the journey, sat down by the well. It was 
about noon.  7 When a Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus 
said to her, “Will you give me a drink?” 8 (His disciples had gone into the 
town to buy food.) 
 
9 The Samaritan woman said to him, “You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan 
woman. How can you ask me for a drink?” (For Jews do not associate with 
Samaritans) 
 
10 Jesus answered 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.” 
 
11 “Sir,” the woman said, “you have nothing to draw with and the well is deep. Where 
can you get this living water? 12 Are you greater than our father Jacob, who gave us 
the well and drank from it himself, as did also his sons and his livestock?” 
 
13 Jesus answered, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, 14 but 
whoever drinks 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.” 
 
15 The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water so that I won’t get thirsty and 
have to keep coming here to draw water.” 
 
16 He told her, “Go, call your husband and come back.” 
 
17 “I have no husband,” she replied. 
 
Jesus said to her, “You are right when you say you have no husband. 18 The fact is, 
you have had five husbands, and the man you now have is not your husband. What 
you have just said is quite true.” 
 
19 “Sir,” the woman said, “I can see that you are a prophet. 20 Our ancestors 
worshipped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must 
worship is in Jerusalem.” 
 
21 “Woman,” Jesus replied, “believe me, a time is coming when you will worship the 
Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. 22 You Samaritans worship what 
you do not know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is from the Jews.  
 
23 Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the 
Father in the Spirit and in truth, for they are the kind of worshippers the Father 
seeks. 24 God is spirit, and his worshippers must worship in the Spirit and in truth.” 
 
25 The woman said, “I know that Messiah” (called Christ) “is coming. When he 
comes, he will explain everything to us.” 
 
26 Then Jesus declared, “I, the one speaking to you—I am he.” 
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Sermon to Churches Together in Leyland 

 
Firstly, thank you for the invitation to be with you this evening and 

to share this special occasion.  

 

I would also like to commend you for having your week of 

Christian Unity at a time of year where the unity is less likely to be 

stymied by the weather.   Churches Together in Lancashire intends 

to follow your example by holding the next Forum and AGM in May 

2016 rather than January. 

 

Time has flown by since starting out in this role back in December 2013 and people 

still ask me what it is that I do and still reply…. “I help Churches play nice”.   

 

It is a role that I enjoy very much, not least because it provides opportunities to be 

out and about with my wife Sue.  Together we have enjoyed a number of 

opportunities to spend time with different worshipping communities across 

Lancashire and to discover some of Lancashire’s hidden places and people. 

 

But surely ‘playing nice’ is obvious, why should it be necessary to help churches with 

the obvious?  The answer is simple… we are human and invariably our human traits 

and foibles, our best intentions, our passions to do the right thing can so easily set 

us at odds with one another. 

 

And it has always been so, the people are of God have always been a stiff necked 

and difficult bunch: 

 

Moses apologizes to God, saying, “If now I have found favour in you sight, O Lord, 

let the Lord, I pray, go in the midst of us, although it is a stiff-necked people; and 

pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for thy inheritance. Ex 34.9 

 

Jesus has a few things to say about the stiff necks and then even after his death, 

resurrection and ascension we find Stephen challenging the church of his day: 
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"You men who are stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears 

are always resisting the Holy Spirit; you are doing just as your 

fathers did "Which one of the prophets did your fathers not 

persecute? They killed those who had previously announced the 

coming of the Righteous One, whose betrayers and murderers 

you have now become” 

 

Paul gets so exasperated with the Church in Rome, he has this to say:  

 

23 You who boast in the law, do you dishonour God by breaking the law? 24 As it is 

written: “God’s name is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.” 

 

This is all the more distressing because this behaviour, this failure to play nice with 

one another, takes place in living memory of Jesus’ earthly ministry.  What hope do 

we have who live over 2000 years from this point in time with hundreds of years of 

bloodshed and carnage all in the name of Jesus? 

 

And yet there is hope… despite the history, despite the terrible things that Christians 

have done to one another believing that the Apostles would have done just the 

same… there remains a heart for visible unity. 

 

There was once a time when the Catholic Church decreed “there is no salvation 

outside the Church” and many taught that salvation could only be found with the 

Roman Catholic Church.  How terrible you might say… but I have experienced 

fledging churches born on the wind of the Spirit who then declare all other churches 

as “Ichabod”…. The glory of the Lord has departed and now resides solely in this 

new church. Pope Francis took a bit of flack for reaffirming this statement, but he did 

so with reference to the whole of the Christian Church, not one part of it. 

 

I met this week with the new Bishop of Salford, John Arnold, who early in our 

conversation said “we all belong to the same Gospel”.   It is that same Gospel that 

brings salvation – it does not belong to one group or another.   
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“How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of the one who brings news of 

peace, who announces good things, who announces salvation, who says to 

Zion, 'Your God reigns!”  Says the prophet Isaiah (52v7). 

 

The feet themselves are not the thing of beauty… the feet are made 

beautiful by what they convey…. This requires that we look up to see Jesus.  

(Hebrews 12.2) 

 

If we don’t look up to see Jesus, then we are likely to get stuck, focussing on the 

feet… the transport rather than that which is being transported.  The feet represent 

those less honourable members of the body, but they are sanctified by what they do, 

by what they carry.  They are not sanctified by themselves. 

 

In the end… isn’t this what our churches are.  We are just feet, we are the 

transportation system for the Gospel… and no more. To focus on the feet is to miss 

the point.   But too often this is what happens… the vehicle of mission, the churches 

to which we belong, become the focus of our attention – and churches by their very 

nature can be all consuming. 

 

I remember attending a New Wine Conference where the evangelist J John was 

speaking and he came out with these words “Sometimes we can be so busy doing 

the work of the Lord that we forget about the Lord of the work”. 

 

Now as I listen again to amazing little story in John's Gospel, I find that this message 

runs right through the heart of this encounter between Jesus and the Samaritan 

Woman.  It is a shocking story, it is an illuminating story; it is a story of radical 

mission:  it is a model of what a mission minded church should be. 

 

Firstly, the model of church is down to earth:  it is rooted in the real world.  Jesus 

was tired and thirsty… he was human, he was like us. But despite what people 

sometimes like to say… Jesus was not bound by his culture, he did not abide by the 

rules of his day:  he addresses a Samaritan woman; that’s two radical actions for the 

price of one… he, a Jew, speaks to a Samaritan; he a prominent male Jew, speaks 

to woman.   
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To address a Samaritan Woman was really going against the grain of all 

that was culturally Jewish.  When the disciples return they are surprised, 

but have the presence of mind not to say anything. 

 

So here at the very outset of this encounter Jesus models for us the kind of radical 

mission that should be at the heart of our ministry:  the focus of our attention should 

be the marginalised, the outcast, even, the enemy. 

 

It is quite easy and comfortable to share our church activities with people like us, 

with the people we are comfortable with… but here in this story Jesus reaches 

outside the comfort zone of familiarity and straight to the uncomfortable. 

 

Even the woman herself is shocked, because it was well known the Jews did not 

associate with Samaritans.  Interesting then that when challenged about loving one’s 

neighbour, Jesus sets a Samaritan in the role of the hero.  Our Christian lives really 

are not meant to be comfortable.  If your church life is always comfortable, safe and 

predictable… you may need to take a good look at what it is that you are doing. 

 

We live in a world that is spiritually thirsty and hungry and here in this encounter 

Jesus gives us the second model of what our mission and ministry should be.  We 

are to reach out to the spiritually thirsty.  Now some of those will be in our churches 

and it right that we address the spiritual needs of our church community in the first 

instance – but we do so in order to develop a healthy church that will act like a 

conduit, a drain pipe of living water to the communities we are called to serve.  We 

cannot offer anyone a drink of living water if the well our own heart is dry. 

 

So God says through his prophet Isaiah, come all who are thirsty and drink.  God 

wants our spiritual lives to be full and overflowing; literally spilling the good news of 

God to a dry and thirsty world. 

 

And how do we spill the good news?  By recognising and responding to the spiritual 

needs of those around us.    
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Jesus saw the spiritual thirst of the woman at well, and though she 

misunderstood at first, when Jesus addressed her at her point of need, she 

forgot about her physical thirst and ran to tell everyone in the village where 

she lived.  The woman’s spiritual thirst is quenched when she meets the 

living well that is Jesus. 

 

Prior to that her life had been a treadmill of one relationship after another and 

nothing she did to quench her thirst for selfhood, identity, meaning of life had any 

impact.   She had no husband…that means she had no value or respect in the 

society in which lived.   But Jesus came and challenged the unjust structure that kept 

this woman a prisoner of social isolation  - he saw her, he spoke to her, he made her 

visible.   If Jesus had not been talking with her… the disciples would simply not have 

seen her. 

 

This is our role in society… to make visible the invisible, to give value to those 

deprived of worth.  And why?  Because this is precisely what Jesus does.   This is 

the task of the church… not be busy with the feet, but actively dispensing the life 

changing and life transforming Good News of Jesus in whichever way we can. 

 

We know when we are doing it right… because people’s lives are changed and they 

will be quick to proclaim that change in the market place. 

 

And then there is curious conversation about religion and worship.  I can see why 

this passage was chosen for the week of Christian Unity, because here in these 

verses is the most devastating of statements. 

 

Here the woman recognises that Samaritans and Jews are at odds with what is 

proper in worship.  “Our ancestors worshipped on this mountain, but you Jews claim 

that the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem.” 

 

It is a curious thing to come out with don’t you think.  The woman perceives that 

Jesus is a prophet and it seems to me that she seeks an answer to a question that 

has been troubling her… may be it is because her own situation is so difficult;  
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where is God in all this?   Why does it seem that God has abandoned 

me?   Perhaps I am not worthy, perhaps being a Samaritan is wrong 

after all and the Jews are right. 

 

And Jesus seems to confirm her deepest fears…. Salvation is from the Jews… it is 

first century equivalent of “There is no salvation outside the Church” and the 

disciples if there were in earshot by now would certainly be standing in smug 

agreement until Jesus says this…. 

 

 “Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshippers will worship the 

Father in the Spirit and in truth, for they are the kind of worshippers the Father 

seeks. 24 God is spirit, and his worshippers must worship in the Spirit and in truth.” 

 

This is deeply shocking and I have no doubt that this was intended be heard by the 

disciples.  That which we hold dear about our churches and the way we like to do 

things will not last….they are temporary.  There is no one Church that conveys 

salvation:   “There is no salvation outside the Church”… even that great statement of 

faith and tradition does not remain because the harvest field is not to be found in 

church, but in the hearts and minds and each worshipper. 

 

Going to church does not bring about salvation.   Being the church, being the feet of 

Good News – that is what brings about salvation; and that can only happen when we 

have personally encountered Jesus and let Jesus into the most intimate and perhaps 

most painful parts of our lives. 

 

This is what happened to the Woman at the well… an invisible marginalised outcast 

who is made visible by her encounter with Jesus and then herself becomes the 

beautiful feel of Good News to the people of her village.  

 

So here is the message:   we are churches together and that is great.   Only a few 

hundred years ago we were happy to burn one another at the stake; and here we 

are, one happy family; but what are we?  A family of mountains and temples -  

where one day the Father will no longer be worshipped?  Or -  are we a community 

of faith that has encountered Jesus and where every member worships in spirit and 
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truth?   We will know which we are, because when we are the latter, the invisible in 

our society will be made visible; the voiceless will find a voice, the powerless will be 

empowered; the lonely and socially isolated will find comfort and friendship. 

 

Pie in the sky perhaps -surely this is asking too much… it would take a miracle… it 

would take the intervention of God himself; the coming of the Messiah. 

 

Certainly that’s that what the woman expected - and that is who she found that day 

in the one who simply says to her and to us: 

 

“I am he” 

 

That encounter with Jesus changed the invisible woman into a visible messenger 

and a whole village come out to see Jesus. 

 

What will your encounter with Jesus do? 

 

 


