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There are so many things we could say about the woman in this story.   

 

• We could talk about the fact that Jesus would initiate a conversation with a 

strange woman at all.  This was simply not done in First Century Palestine. 

 

• We could talk about the fact that she was a Samaritan and therefore considered a 

heretic by her Jewish neighbors.
1
  

 

•  We could talk about the fact that this woman was the first evangelist in scripture:  

She told her whole community about Jesus who had “told (her) everything (she 

had) ever done.”
2
  

 

• We could talk about how she was the first person to whom Jesus made an “I am” 

statement.  (John’s Gospel is notable for including all Jesus “I am” statements:  I 
am the light of the world.3 I am the good shepherd.4  I am the way, the truth, and 
the life. 5 I am the true vine.6)  To this woman, Jesus first said, “I am.  I am he, the 
one who is speaking to you” – the Messiah who is called Christ.
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• We could talk about where she lived: Sychar which was also known as Shechem 

which today is known as Nablus – a Palestinian city on the West Bank which is 

often in the news for assorted episodes of violence.
8
 

 

But today, I want to focus on one thing:   the fact that this woman had five husbands.   

Jesus knew this about her, and he even knew that the current man in her life was not really her 

husband.
9
 

 

                                                
1
 Samaria was surrounded by Jews in Galilee to the north and Judea to the south. 
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 Nablus is the hometown of Queen Alia of Jordan, Ahmed Sheikh (editor in chief of Al Jazeera), and 
Taher al-Masri (former Prime Minister of Jordan). It is often in the news because Hamas has gained 
power in party politics in recent years.  The mayor of Nablus was arrested by Israeli forces during a West 
Bank raid in 2007. 
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 To be perfectly honest, we don’t know the circumstances that would have caused her to 

have so many men in her life.  Maybe it was for perfectly legitimate, honorable reasons.   

 

 Maybe this was an example of Levirate marriage. According to Hebrew scripture
10
 if a 

married man died without having a son, his brother could marry the widow – his sister-in-law -  

to have children on his dead brother’s behalf. 

 

 The problem with this, though, is that – while Samaritans considered this same scripture 

to be sacred, they interpreted it a little differently from the Jews.  They taught that you had to 

marry your dead husband’s brother only if you never consummated your marriage to the first 

brother.
11
  It is unlikely that this was the case for the Samaritan woman at the well.  At least it’s 

unlikely that she married four brothers who all died before each of the marriages were 

consummated.   

 

 Maybe this woman was physically unable to have children.  It’s quite possible that soon 

after she married the first time, her husband realized that she could not have children and he 

divorced her (which was perfectly acceptable – although cruel -  in those days.)  And then 

maybe, this same tragedy happened again and again and again. At least three more husbands who 

eventually found out she was barren and then they divorced her. 

 

 Sadly, this doesn’t seem possible either. First century Sychar was not a very large city, 

and these men would have heard – before marriage –that this woman was unable to have 

children.  Her first divorce would have been common knowledge. 

 

The truth is that we don’t really know why this woman would have four husbands plus 

her current man who was apparently not a legal husband.  But what we do know is that she had 
become objectified in her village.  Maybe she was an object of ridicule.  Or an object of scorn.  

Or an object of shame.  Or maybe . . . an object of  lust.   

 

She’d been with at least five men, after all. 

 

And how do know this? How do we know that her reputation was less than sterling? 
  

 Because she was fetching water at Jacob’s well in the middle of the day, This is what a 

person did who wanted to avoid the crowds.  She was there – at noon – because of her 

reputation.  She could not fetch water with the other women. 

 

In the early morning or in the late afternoon, the village women gathered to fetch their 

water and to catch up with each other.  Visiting by the well was the first century version of 

                                                
10
 See Deuteronomy 25:5-10, Genesis 38:8 

11
 Jacobs, Solomon Schecter Joseph.  Jewish Encyclopedia.com on Levirate Marriage.  See: 

http://www.un-instraw.org/revista/hypermail/alltickers/en/0318.html 
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meeting a friend at Starbucks before work, or meeting friends on the playground after school 

with all the kids in the late afternoon. 

 

Most likely, a woman who came for water during the hottest part of the day was there 

because she was one of the things the other women talked about when they got together. 

 

Today I want us to consider that the Samaritan woman at the well was merely an object 

to most of those who knew her or knew of her.  Because she had “had five husbands” in Jesus’ 

words, she was probably known to be “a woman of a certain reputation” – an objectified woman 

in a culture that could stone you for such behavior. 

 

But the amazing thing is this:  Jesus was the one person who did not see her as an object.  

She saw her as a child of God.  He saw her as she really was.   

 

He not only knew “everything she’d ever done.”  He knew what God had created her to 

be.  He knew that God loved her.  He knew that – no matter what she had done – she deserved 

the living water that would satisfy her soul.  No matter what she had done, God wanted her spirit 

to be quenched.  God wanted her to be included in the heavenly harvest.  God included even this 

woman at the well into his fold.  The Messiah – who is called the Christ – was coming even for 

her. 

After five husbands, maybe the world saw her as a sexual object – a woman with “five 

husbands” -  but Jesus saw her as a priceless child of God. 
 

 I’m thinking that there is someone here who has been that woman at the well.  And I’m 

thinking that there are also people here who’ve been the ones who’ve talked about that woman. 

 

///// 

 

 When I was in college, there was an alley between two fraternities that students 

commonly walked through on their way to and from class.  There were three large dorms on one 

side of the alley, and the rest of campus was on the other side, so hundreds of students had to 

walk that walk to get to their classes every day. 

 

On beautiful sunny Friday afternoons, after a long week of classes, you could often see 

guys on the fire escapes of those fraternities relaxing in the sun, holding up cardboard scorecards 

as women passed by.  “I’d rate that a 4,” one guy would say.  And across the alley, on another 

fire escape, another guy might say, “I’d give it a 2.”  And this would happen all afternoon. 

 

 The “it” being graded would be a “she.”  A human being whose face and hair and body 

would be the subject of this kind of rating system.  A person.  With a name.  And a family.  And 

feelings.
12
 

 

 I’m thinking that somebody here today has been one of those women.  That somebody 

here today has been one of those men. 

                                                
12
 Rob Bell talks about this kind of objectification in Sex God, published by Zondervan (2007). 
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 Jesus had a problem with this kind of thing, with objectifying women – or men for that 

matter. 

 

 He famously said that “anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed 
adultery with his heart.”13  (You may remember that Jimmy Carter admitted to this while 

president.)  

 

And Jesus went on to say that “if your right eye causes you to sin (that is: commit 

adultery in your heart) then you are to “tear it out and throw it away.”  Better this – to lose an eye 

than to lose your whole body to hell.  

 

Obviously, if we followed this prescription, we’d have a lot of blind men – and women – 

roaming the streets. 

 

In today’s culture, plucking out your eye for looking lustfully at another person seems 

completely ridiculous.  Much too harsh a penalty for something that everybody seems to do:  

lustfully gaze upon other people.  After all, lust is a daily part of our lives.   

 

And if you don’t believe me, have you seen the cover of this year’s Sports Illustrated 
Swimsuit Edition

14
?
 
  (It’s right there by the cash register in the 7-11.)   

 

Have you read the statistics about pornography – especially internet pornography – so 

easy to access from the privacy of our homes in the dark of night or in the middle of the day?
15
  I 

won’t go through the staggering statistics here except to note that women and men participate 

equally in this activity. 
 

What does this do to a culture – to see people as objects of lust?  What has this done to 

our culture?   

 

 

Rob Bell tells the story in one of his books about a friend who confessed that for years he 

used women.  Lots and lots of women. 

 

He figured out just the right way to manipulate them into believing he cared about them, 

and once he got what he wanted, he discarded them without much thought.  Instead of ripping 

out his own eyes for his lust, he would rip out their hearts. 

                                                
13
 Matthew 5:27-30 

14
 Even though the magazine is considered inappropriate for some subscribers who can opt out of that 

week for whatever reason (see: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/01/19/sports/othersports/19swimsuit.html?ex=1263877200&en=4dbfcbcbcf
52c1d0&ei=5088&partner=rssnyt)  the magazine earns more off the racks from the swimsuit edition than 
any other edition of the weekly magazine.  See: 
http://swimsuits.lovetoknow.com/Sports_Illustrated_Swimsuit_Edition 
15
 See an array of statistics here: http://internet-filter-review.toptenreviews.com/internet-pornography-

statistics.html 
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They were “things” to him – objects of personal pleasure.  He didn’t care that they were 

somebody’s daughter, somebody’s sister.  But after years of this, he realized that he wasn’t just 

“robbing them of their humanity.”  His own humanity was diminished.  “He was becoming less 

human.”
16
 

 

Lust does this to us.  Whether we actively treat people as objects or just fantasize about 
treating people as objects, we become less human.  We forget that those women in the bathing 

suits, those coeds walking to class, those men in the photos – every one of them was creating in 

the image of God.  And they were not created for us to use them and discard them like disposable 

things. 

 

When Jesus met the woman at the well, he could have seen what others saw: 
• A foreigner.  (An object of suspicion) 

• A Samaritan. (An object of disdain) 

• A sexually used up woman.  An object of lust) 

 

 

But Jesus did an extraordinary thing:  he saw her with the eyes of God.  And he not only 

saw her in a way that was different from how the rest of the world saw her.  He chose her to 

work for him, to work with him.  He chose her to be an instrument of blessing to the world.   

 

Not only did he offer her water that would permanently soothe her soul and refresh her 
spirit, but he would make her the vessel that would carry that water to her whole city. 

 

The woman who went to the well at noon so she wouldn’t have to talk to anyone or face 

anyone approached the people herself and said, “Come and see a man who told me everything I 

have ever done!”   

 

And many came to believe that Jesus was the world’s Savior. 

 

I wonder if there is anyone here who feels used up.  Maybe you have been used sexually.  

Maybe you have used someone else.  Can you imagine if I could look you in the eyes and then 

reveal everything you’ve ever done?  Everything you’ve ever thought about doing? 
 

Imagine if you could do that to me?  It wouldn’t be pretty.  It would not be inspiring. 

 

This is the season – Lent – when we turn to God to confess what we have done, what we 

have thought about doing, and to make a complete turn around to become – instead – instruments 

of God, vessels of God, blessings of God. 

 

It’s not too late.   Things can be different. 

 

                                                
16
 Bell, Rob, Sex God, Zondervan (Grand Rapids: 2007), page 22. 
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Even if we are carrying around heavy burdens, buckets of them - there is Good News.  

Jesus reminds us that even we can have Living Water.   Even we can be vessels of hope. 

 

Even though God knows exactly what we have done in our lives, we are loved and 

treasured and called to carry the news to other people that they too are loved, that Jesus came for 

them too. 

 

He doesn’t care if we have been talked about, gossiped about.  He doesn’t care if we have 

been the ones doing the talking.  This living water is for all of us.   

 

And it gives us hope. 

 

Jesus not only told that woman everything she’d done, he not only gave her hope, he 

actually came and stayed with them.  A Jew in the homes of the much-hated Samaritans.  He 

came to save even them. 

 

If you have done something that you are terrified for someone to find out – because 

people will talk – this word is for you. 

 

If you are the one who has done the talking – this word is for you. 

 

We are more than things.  We are people created in God’s image. And God loves us.  

And God calls us.  And we are never to see each other as objects ever again. 

 

 

 

 

 


