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Summary: The thirst of God.  

  

  

Today we enter into the third week of Lent, and this, the third Sunday of 

Lent, marks a significant point on the journey towards Easter. Prior to this week, 

the readings of the first two Sundays are intended to focus our attention on the 

nature of our human predicament: on the reality of sin in our lives and of the 

necessity for redemption. Today as we move into the middle portion of the Lenten 

period, the traditional readings move us forward, and our subject matter now 

becomes the profound mysteries of the plan of salvation offered to us in the person 

and ministry and suffering and death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. The 

final three Sundays show us this Easter mystery using the symbols of water, light, 

and life. The readings for today focus on water.  

John 4: 5-42.  

So here is the stage. Jesus is leading his men on foot back from Judea 

through Samaria. It's the middle of the day and they don't have anything to eat, so 

the disciples leave Jesus alone and go into a nearby village to buy some food. Jesus 

is hot and tired and thirsty, and we can suppose that his heart is heavy from the 



rejection he has received in Judea. There is a well there. The gospel writer here, as 

in very few other places in the gospels until we come to the cross, shows us Jesus 

in his full humanity: sitting in weariness and disappointment and thirst, all alone, 

by a well out in the country.  

And along comes a woman.   

Now we know from elsewhere in the bible that the middle of the day was not 

the time that women went outside their villages to fetch water: it was too hot. They 

went either in the morning or the evening, and they went in a group. Yet here was a 

woman, alone, in the middle of the scorching heat of the day. What could that 

mean, but that she herself was an outsider, a pariah, someone shunned by the other 

women?   

To begin to appreciate what happens next, we must first remember that Jesus 

was steeped in the written history of his culture, of the Jewish nation, since after all 

he saw himself as the Messiah, as the one towards which that entire history was 

directed, as the one that Hebrew Scripture – the Old Testament – was all about. So 

when something occurred during his daily coming and going that gave him the 

opportunity to draw upon that history and those Scriptures, in such a way as to turn 

that occurrence into a manifestation of something far deeper and far more 

profound, he would seize that opportunity.   

An encounter between a man and a woman at a well is a theme that runs 

back to the very foundation of the people of Israel. In the 24th chapter of Genesis, 

we read the story of Isaac and Rebekah. Abraham in this story sends has oldest and 

most faithful servant back to the land of his kindred to look for a wife for his son, 

Isaac. The old servant makes the journey, and when he arrives in the neighborhood 

with his little caravan of camels, he arrives one day at a well. And standing there, 

he prays to God that this will be the day he finds the appropriate woman.   And 

sure enough, a young woman named Rebekah appears.  She gives him and his 



camels water passing the test that the old servant had set up for her, receives a gift 

from him, and afterwards runs back to tell her people about the man, eventually 

returning with the old servant and marrying Isaac. 

A woman and a man at a well, a testing, her response, a gift, all leading to a 

marriage.  It is essentially a story about the discovery of a bride.   

Years pass, and Isaac and Rebekah in turn have their own son. His name is 

Jacob, and Jacob eventually reaches the age of marriage. How does he find a wife? 

We read about it in Genesis 29. This time it is Jacob himself rather than a servant 

who goes on a journey back to the land of his kinsmen to look for a wife. And once 

again he finds a woman by a well, this time a woman named Rachel. Once again 

he gives her a gift, this time a kiss of betrothal. Once again she runs to tell the 

members of her household, and they come running out to meet this stranger. Once 

again they invite him back to stay with them. Other details are different, but in 

these it's essentially the same story.  It is essentially a story about the discovery of 

a bride.    

Let's turn back now to our text for today. Jesus is sitting alone by a well, 

weary, thirsty, dejected, tired, unable even to slake his own thirst. Manifested fully 

in his humanity, he asks a woman of shame, a Samaritan at that, if she could give 

him a drink of water.   

Her response was normal in that culture and time. “How could you, a Jew, 

ask me, a woman of Samaria, for a drink of water?” And in the moment of that 

woman's reply, the story as John tells it, moves out of time and into eternity. There 

was something about that woman that brought Jesus out of his humanity and into 

his divinity, and from this point on, we see, not Jesus the man, but Christ the 

Savior.   

When Jesus speaks now, it is God speaking, and what we see now in this 

story, is God offering the true treasure to his potential bride. He says: If you knew 



who is talking to you – who is speaking now – you would ask and he would give 

you living water.   

This is the true treasure now being offered, the one that will not rust or die or 

disappoint, this is the Holy Spirit being offered.  

The woman is confused, hesitant. She senses the presence of something 

outside her experience entirely, but she doesn't have a human framework to fit it in, 

her intelligence is lagging far behind her heart. She says in essence, “Who are you 

who could give such a thing? Jacob could only get water from this well.” She 

names the one historical figure in her world who could not imaginably be 

surpassed, and she asks: “Are you greater even than Jacob?”  

By now, Jesus is triumphant. He knows he picked the right woman to help 

him provide a message that would resonate down through history.  He senses her 

vulnerability, he senses the earnestness of her confusion; in a word, he senses the 

extent and the depth and the honesty of her need for him. And he describes to her 

the true glory of the offer he's extending. He says: 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.   

And then he waits. And time stands still. And the angels in heaven pause 

from their business and listen. And God himself listens. And you could a tear fall.  

And the woman says: “Sir, give me this water.”  

And all of heaven explodes with joy. Jesus has found his bride, his church, 

and she has accepted his offer. Eating of him, drinking of him, she will never 

hunger, she will never thirst, and she will herself become a spring of living water 

for the whole world.   

Other things happen on that afternoon, but there's one other thing in 

particular that John tells us, that deepens both the mystery of Christ's offer, and 

illuminates that mystery. Right after Jesus reveals to the woman that he is the 



Messiah, John tells us that the disciples return, and basically say, “Here's the food 

from town. Let's eat.”   

And Jesus – and I'm sure he's smiling here because he loves to befuddle 

these guys – says, basically, “Thanks, but I've already eaten.”  

What did he eat? He ate what was offered to him. What was offered to him? 

This woman's need, the woman’s true thirst.   His food was to do the will of the 

Father. What was the will of the father? To satisfy her need. This is the great 

mystery of faith and salvation. Jesus came to serve, not to be served. But by 

accepting his service, by the laws of heaven, we serve him. Jesus came to feed, not 

to be fed; but by the deep principles of heaven, in accepting his food, we feed Him. 

Jesus offers us his water; but, by the unfathomable generosity of God, in drinking 

his water, we satisfy his thirst, in allowing him to respond to our need, we respond 

to his.    

This is the heavenly meaning of the Samaritan woman at the well: In 

bringing our need to Christ – openly, honestly, and without embarrassment – we 

are giving as well as receiving. We are responding to the deep desire of God's very 

heart, which is his son. We are returning to him the water – the living water – we 

ourselves have received.  

In closing, let’s move to another location, many months later.  Things are 

very different here.  Instead of a rural countryside, this is a hill crowded with 

raucous soldiers and jeering onlookers.  The man this time is not sitting by a well; 

he is hanging, his hands nailed to a crossbar, on a tree.  But once again he’s all 

alone.  His friends are not away looking for food this time; this time they have fled 

from him in fear and consternation.  His body has been beaten and tortured until he 

is almost unrecognizable.   It’s the middle of the day and it’s hot, and he’s come a 

long way, and he’s oh so tired.  And in his dying moment, he lifts his eyes, looks at 

the callous soldiers, looks at the raucous, jeering crowd eager to see him die, looks 



at you and me, and with his last living breath, he says to all of them and to all of us 

the same thing he said to that Samaritan woman at the well: (John 19: 28)  “After 

this, Jesus, knowing that all was finished, said (to fulfill the Scripture) ‘I thirst’.”  

And so our prayer for today, heavenly Father, is that you open our 

understanding to the true meaning of this lovely passage of scripture about a 

meeting between our Lord and a broken woman beside a well in Samaria.  Let us 

see ourselves as the true bride of the heavenly Christ.  Let us see ourselves in this 

woman, as poor and helpless sinners who have nothing to offer our Lord except the 

one thing he desires the most, the one thing that satisfies his own thirst, the one 

thing that nourishes and delights him and all the angels of heaven, our need for 

him, our acceptance of him as Our Lord and Savior, and we pray in his name.  

 


