First of all, let us set the scene of this incident. Palestine is only 200 km long from north to south. But within that 200 km there were in the time of Jesus, three definite divisions of territory.  In the extreme north lay Galilee; in the extreme south lay Judaea; and in between lay Samaria.
Jesus did not wish at this stage in his ministry to be involved in a controversy about baptism; so he decided to quit Judaea for the time being and transfer his operations to Galilee.  There was a centuries-old feud between the Jews and the Samaritans, the cause of which we will shortly see. But the quickest way from Judaea to Galilee lay through Samaria.  So then Jesus had to pass through Samaria if he wished to take the shortest route to Galilee.
On the way they came to the town of Sychar. Just short of Sychar the road to Samaria forks. At the fork of the road there stands to this day the well known as Jacob's well.
This was an area which had many Jewish memories attached to it. There was a piece of ground there which had been bought by Jacob (Genesis 33: 18, 19). Jacob, on his deathbed, had bequeathed that ground to Joseph (Genesis 48: 22). And, on Joseph's death in Egypt, his body had been taken back to Palestine and buried there (Joshua,24: 32). So around this area there gathered many Jewish memories.
The well itself was more than 30 metres deep. It is not a springing well of water; it is a well into which the water percolates and gathers. But clearly it was a well so deep that no one could gain water from it unless he had something with which to draw the water.
When Jesus and his little band came to the fork in the road Jesus sat down to rest, for he was tired with the journey. It was midday. The Jewish day runs from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. and the sixth hour is twelve o'clock midday. So the heat was at its greatest, and Jesus was weary and thirsty from travelling.
As Jesus sat there, there came to the well a Samaritan woman. Why she should come to that well is something of a mystery, for it was more than half-a-mile from Sychar where she must have stayed and there was water there. May it be that she was so much of a moral outcast that the women even drove her away from the village well and she had to come here to draw water? Jesus asked her to give him a drink. She turned in astonishment. " I am a Samaritan," she said. " You are a Jew. How is it that you ask a drink from me? " And then John explains to the Greeks for whom he is writing that there was no kind of come and go at all between the Jews and the Samaritans.
Now it is certain that all we have here is the briefest possible report of what must have been a long conversation. Clearly there was much more to this meeting than is recorded here. If we may use an analogy, this is like the minutes of a committee meeting where we have only the salient points of the discussion recorded. I think that the Samaritan woman must have un¬burdened her soul to this stranger. How else could Jesus have known of her tangled domestic affairs? For one of the very few times in her life she had found one with kindness in his eyes instead of critical superiority; and she opened her heart.
Few stories in the Gospel record show us so much about the character of Jesus.
(i) It shows us the reality of his humanity.
(ii) It shows us the warmth of his sympathy.
(iii) It shows us Jesus as the breaker down of barriers.
The quarrel between the Jews and the Samaritans was an old, old story. Away back about 720 B.C. the Assyrians had invaded the northern kingdom of Samaria and had captured and sub¬jugated it. They did what conquerors often did in those days—they transported practically the whole population to Media (2 Kings 17: 6). Now it is not possible to transport a whole people. Some of the people of the northern kingdom were left. Almost inevitably they began to inter-marry with the incoming foreigners; and thereby they committed what to the Jew was an unforgivable crime. They lost their racial purity. In a strict Jewish household even to this day if a son or a daughter marries a Gentile, his or her funeral service is carried out. Such a person is dead in the eyes of orthodox Judaism.
In course of time a like invasion and a like defeat happened to the southern kingdom, whose capital was Jerusalem. Its inhabitants also were carried off to Babylon; but they did not lose their identity; they remained stubbornly and unalterably Jewish. In time there came the days of Ezra and Nehemiah and the exiles returned to Jerusalem by the grace of the Persian king. Their immediate task was to repair and rebuild the shattered Temple. The Samaritans came and offered their help in this sacred task. They were contemptuously told that their help was not wanted. They had lost their Jewish heritage and they had no right to share in the rebuilding of the house of God. Smarting under this repulse, they turned bitterly against the Jews of Jerusalem. It was about 450 B.C. when that quarrel took place, and it was as bitter as ever in the days of Jesus.
The Jewish-Samaritan quarrel was more than 400 years old. But it smouldered as resentfully and as bitterly as ever. It was small wonder that the Samaritan woman was astonished that Jesus, a Jew, should speak to her, a Samaritan.
But there was still another way in which Jesus was taking down the barriers. The Samaritan was a woman. The strict Rabbis forbade a Rabbi to greet a woman in public. A Rabbi might not even speak to his own wife or daughter or sister in public. There were even Pharisees who were called " the bruised and bleeding Pharisees " because they shut their eyes when they saw a woman on the street and so walked into walls and houses! For a Rabbi to be seen speaking to a woman in public was the end of his reputation—and yet Jesus spoke to this woman. Not only was she a woman; she was also a woman of notorious character. No decent man, let alone a Rabbi, would have been seen in her company, or even exchanging a word with her—-and yet Jesus spoke to her.
To a Jew this was an amazing story. Here was the Son of God, tired and weary and thirsty. Here was the holiest of men, listening with understanding to a sorry story. Here was Jesus breaking through the barriers of nationality and orthodox Jewish custom. Here is the beginning of the universality of the gospel; here is God so loving the world, not in theory, but in action.
WE have to note that this conversation with the Samaritan woman follows exactly the same pattern as the conversation with Nicodemus. Jesus makes a statement. The statement is taken in the wrong sense. Jesus remakes the statement in an even more vivid way. It is still misunderstood; and then Jesus compels the person with whom he is speaking to discover and to face the truth for herself. That was Jesus's usual way of teaching; and it was a most effective way, for, as someone has said: " There are certain truths which a man cannot accept; he must discover them for himself."
Just as Nicodemus did, the woman took the words of Jesus quite literally when she was meant to understand them spirit¬ually. It was living water of which Jesus spoke. In ordinary language to the Jew living water was running water. To the Jew, running, living water from the stream was always better. So the woman is saying: " You are offering me pure stream water. Where are you going to get it? "
She goes on to speak of " our father Jacob." The Jews would, of course, have strenuously denied that Jacob was the father of the Samaritans, but it was part of the Samaritan claim that they were descended from Joseph, the son of Jacob, by way of Ephraim and Manasseh. The woman is in effect saying to Jesus: " This is blasphemous talk. Jacob, our great ancestor, when he came here, had to dig this well to gain water for his family and his cattle. Are you claiming to be able to get fresh, running stream water? If you are, you are claiming to be wiser and more powerful than Jacob. That is a claim that no one has any right to make."
When people were on a journey they usually carried with them a bucket made from the skin of some beast so that they could draw water from any well at which they halted. No doubt Jesus's band had such a bucket; and no doubt the disciples had taken it into the town with them. The woman saw that Jesus did not possess such a traveller's leathern bucket, and so again she says in effect: " You need not talk about drawing water and giving it to me. I can see for myself that you have not a bucket with which to draw water."
But the Jews had another way of using the word water. They often spoke of the thirst of the soul for God; and they often spoke of quenching that thirst with living water. Jesus was not using terms that were bound to be misunderstood; he was using terms that anyone with spiritual insight should have understood.
WE have seen how the woman jestingly asked Jesus to give her the living water in order that she should not thirst again and might be spared the tiring journey to the well. Suddenly and stabbingly Jesus brought her to her senses. The time for verbal by-play was past; the time for jesting was over. " Go," said Jesus," and fetch your husband and come back with him." The woman stiffened as if a sudden pain that she was suddenly compelled to face the looseness and immorality of her life.
