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This last week Nikki and I watched “All quiet on the Western Front” which is a World War 1 film told from the perspective of a German soldier.  It won four Oscars and is very well done, but also incredibly brutal.  I’m so thankful I’ve never gone to war.

But there is a scene where the soldiers are turned back from an advance they have spent hours attempting, and late in the afternoon they fall back into the very same trench they left in the morning.  They’re exhausted.  They’re filthy.  And they’re desperately thirsty.  And there’s lots of water - at the bottom of the blood-soaked muddy trench.  But one of the soldiers is so thirsty that with only a brief pause he grabs a bucket full and greedily lifts to his lips.  And all I could think was “I’ve never been that thirsty.”  
…
This morning we are stepping into a story that also revolves around a bucket of water and some desperate thirst.  But it’s not just physical thirst, there is something more.

If you’ve got a Bible open it to John 4.  We are going to pick it up in verse 4.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read John 4:4-26]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

Now, this is another strange Christmas text.  Last week we saw Jesus turn water into wine at a wedding – the first sign revealing His glory.  And today, Jesus begins to unwrap what He came to give us, and what His people are meant to give away.  In other words this is a Christmas evangelism text.
…
Now Canadians are generally a bit suspicious of evangelism.  We deeply value being able to believe whatever we want, but even more than that we value not being offended.  And one of the most offensive things you can do in Canada is tell someone what they should believe.  So evangelism feels un-Canadian.

But in this text Jesus shows us that what He gives must be shared because it’s abundant life built on true grace.[footnoteRef:1]  That’s where we’re going.  But before we see how Jesus gives this gift, we need to see how sharing faith often goes wrong.  So look where the story starts.  In verse 4 John tells us: [1:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/the-gospel-and-the-outsider/ (Accessed December 18, 2025)] 

Now He had to go through Samaria…. Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired as He was from the journey, sat down by the well. It was about noon.
When a Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus said to her, “Will you give Me a drink?” (John 4:4-7)

Now there is a lot going on here, and almost all of it is strange – starting with the fact that Jesus is in Samaria.  See Jews didn’t go through Samaria. They went around it because Samaria was full of Samaritans which the Jews hated.   

But not Jesus.  John tells us, “He had to go through Samaria.”  Now this wasn’t because it was the only road – it wasn’t – but because He was on a mission from His Father.  And that mission, which began back in chapter 2, included this woman.  In fact, it’s to her that Jesus will first openly declares Himself to be the Messiah.  

But being in Samaria is not the only strange thing.  There is also the fact that Jesus, a Jewish religious man is sitting at Jacob’s well at noon, talking with a Samaritan woman.  And not just any woman, but one who is clearly an outcast. 

How do we know this?  Well because women never came to the well at noon.  They came together in the morning – to avoid the heat, to socialize, and to stay safe.  But this woman is alone, in the heat of the day.

Why?  Well it’s because all the other women in the village knew her story.  She’s had five and a half husbands.  And at least a couple of those marriages would have involved tearing other families apart.  And women like this just didn’t get invited on the morning water runs.  

So put this all together: Jews didn’t talk to Samaritans; men didn’t talk to women; religious people didn’t talk to immoral people, and yet every one of those barriers is shattered as Jesus offers this woman a gift.  Look at verse 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.” (John 4:10)

So gifts are free.  All except white elephant exchanges where everyone has to bring something – that’s not a gift.  That’s a junk-swap sponsored by the Dollar store.  But true gifts are free and yet worth something huge.

See every true gift involves humility.  To give a gift means to have something someone else doesn’t have, but you value them enough to want them to share in it.  So when Jesus offers this gift – which is life with God – to a socially rejected Samaritan woman, He isn’t talking down to her – He’s humbly lifting her up.

And here we see a difference between proselytizing, and gospel-sharing – Jesus style.

So proselytizing happens when you are in a position of power and you tell people who are below you that they need to submit to your truth.  And if you’ve ever been on the receiving end of that, you know how condescending it feels.
…
Every few years around Christmas I get a call at the church from some Jehovah’s witness professor – this is his ministry.  And he starts the conversation claiming to have a question about the divinity of Jesus.  But the moment I try to open scripture he’s no longer interested.  Instead he mocks me – telling me what a terrible teacher I am – and insists I should be teaching what he believes.  Then he abruptly hangs up.  It’s a very interesting call and it always leaves me feeling a certain way – but it’s not curiosity or gratitude.  I’ve been proselytized.

But that’s not what Jesus does here.  Jesus doesn’t belittler this woman.  He doesn’t argue her into submission.  He offers her a gift.  And that makes all the difference.  

So how does Jesus describe this gift?  Look at verse 13:
“Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, 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.” (John 4:13-14)

Jesus offers the thirst-quenching water of eternal life.  Now what’s that?  Well Jesus doesn’t have a bucket so it’s obviously not literal water.  It’s a metaphor.  And whatever it represents is as essential to us as water itself.
…
Now that’s pretty important because people are mostly water.  If you took a person apart molecule by molecule you would make a mess, but most of it would be water.  That’s why thirst is so powerful.  And it’s why dying of thirst is one of the worst ways to go.

So when Jesus talks about thirst, He’s talking about something fundamental.  He’s saying “Your soul is thirsty for something essential.  And everyone is looking for it.”  That’s what we’re doing when we chase power, money, experience, success, sex or control.  We aren’t just being impulsive – we’re trying to satisfy a deep thirst.  

And this puts all of humanity in the same category.  So people struggling with addiction on the street, and people working late climbing the ladder and people spending all day binging Netflix in their pajamas are all doing the same thing.  We’re either trying to satisfy our thirst for meaning – or trying to distract ourselves from it.  Those are the only two options.

But Jesus says there is a third way: we can receive the gift He offers.  And when we do, it becomes a spring of water welling up to eternal life inside us. 
…
Now pause here – there is something Jesus isn’t saying that we often hear by mistake.  When Jesus says “eternal life,” He is not primarily talking about going to heaven. 

In other words it would be a mistake to think He’s saying, “Take a sip, believe the right things, and then when you die you’ll get eternal life.”  That’s not what this word means.  Instead, eternal life is something that begins now and never ends.  
It’s like a well that starts bubbling up inside you today – and when you die, that well doesn’t stop.  Death doesn’t touch it.  It just keeps going forever.  And so while there is a continuous sense to this word, really a better translation of “eternal” is “abundant.”  

Jesus wants you to live in something so full, so dynamic, and so transformative that it reshapes everything about you—and continue doing this forever. He wants you to have the kind of life He had.  And people who follow Him get this.  

Now this doesn’t mean everything is going to be happy for you.  Think about it, Jesus had some bad days.  The day Lazarus died.  The day He was crucified.  Those weren’t happy days.  But Jesus had a joy inside Him that never ran dry – a joy like the 762 bottles of wine we talked about last week.  See His joy wasn’t tied to His circumstances; it was tied to His relationship with the Father.  And that’s the kind of abundant life He offers you.
…
So here’s the question: are you living in that?  Has your thirst been quenched in Jesus, or do you believe the right things about Him but you’re still thirsty?  Because that can happen.
…
Like I know people who grew up in church, believed the right doctrine, followed the rules – but never experienced the abundant life Jesus describes.  And some of them have concluded, “I tried Jesus and it didn’t work.”  Others are still in church just doing religion.  But it’s the same either way because they never actually drank what Jesus offers.

See what Jesus has for us is so potent that if you have it, then your joy is not dependent on what’s happening around you.  You have a peace that passes understanding.  And this isn’t just doctrine, it’s for real.  You have life, even when things are hard.

So do you have that well in your soul bubbling up to joy no matter what’s going on, or are you just hanging on, still thirsty, and hoping to go to heaven when you die?  These aren’t the same thing.
…
Now if you’re thinking, “That’s me.  I believe all the right stuff, but I’m still thirsty.  I’m still chasing meaning in money or sex or control – or masking it with substances or screens,” there’s a reason.  And it’s probably not that different from what’s going on with this woman.
…
So in verse 15 she finally says, “Okay, give me this water.”  And then Jesus does something strange.  He says:
	“Go, call your husband and come back.”
“I have no husband,” she replied.
Jesus said to her, “You are right when you say you have no husband. 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.” (John 4:16-18)

Now at first it looks like Jesus has abruptly changed the subject – and chosen a particularly offensive one.  But He hasn’t changed the subject at all.  He’s identifying the well she’s been drinking from.  

So she says, “I want this water,” and He replies, “Okay, then let’s talk about where you are looking for life.  You’ve been trying to find meaning in a string of relationships.  That’s what you thought was going to satisfy you. but it’s not working - you’re still thirsty.

And the same is true for us.  So if you’ve never trusted in Jesus, and you recognize now that the water you’ve been drinking, like this woman, from the bottom of a trench.  And it doesn’t satisfy.  Then try something different.  Try giving your life to Jesus and looking to Him for your satisfaction.  Tell Him “You are my Lord now.  I live for you.”
…
But guess what.  It’s the same solution if you already “believe in Jesus” and yet still find that you are thirsty.  There’s a reason.  You’re still drinking from other wells. You’re trusting Jesus to get you into heaven someday, but you’re not trusting Him to be enough for you right now.  So you keep going back to porn, shopping, food, control, work, alcohol, or distraction—not because Jesus doesn’t satisfy, but because you’re not actually drinking what He offers.  

Friend, if you try to trust Jesus and drink at other wells, you have not actually trusted Jesus.  You’re trying to put Him in your pocket while you still go to these other things to make you happy.  You need to tell Him “You are my Lord now.  I live for you.”
…
Now this is where evangelism gets uncomfortable – because the good news about Jesus also contains bad news.  And we need both.  Like this woman needs to realize she is in fact looking for life and not finding it.  And nobody enjoys being brought to this place.  But it’s here that Jesus names her story – you’ve had five husbands plus whatever it is you’re calling the guy you have now.”  

And I’m sure at this point you could hear a pin drop before verse 19.  And then finally she responds.  “Sir, I can see that you are a prophet.”  That’s very insightful.  So what do you talk about when you’re with a prophet?
…
When I was a teenager, I was at a church that emphasised the prophetic.  And we would practice praying for each other and speaking into each other’s lives.  And sometimes we were out to lunch, but other times God would speak and what was prayed for would hit painfully close to home.  And when this happened we’d ask, “Have you been reading my mail?”

In other words, you spoke into something you couldn’t possibly have known.  And this happened to me on several occasions and it was both encouraging as well as a little unnerving.  Like what else has Jesus shown this person?  Do they know all my dirty secrets, or just this one?  

Well this lady has just had her mail read and she’s feeling convicted.  And so she tries a classic – smoke screen.  
“Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem.” (John 4:20)

Let’s not talk about me, let’s talk theology.  Where is the correct place for us to worship – let’s argue about that.  But Jesus won’t be taken in.  He does give her a brief answer – “Salvation is from the Jews,” but then He shifts back to what true worship is about because that’s what she needs.  And at this she throws her hands up and says “When Messiah comes He will explain everything.  And Jesus says – vs 26:
	“I, the one speaking to you—I am He.” (John 4:26)
…
That’s the gift.  The water she needs isn’t a concept or a system – it’s a person.  It’s Jesus.  But notice how He brings her here.  He is so gentle and patient.  He talks about thirst not shame.  He names her false wells without crushing her.  And then He humbly points to Himself saying He has come for her.  That’s evangelism Jesus-style.
…
But the question is: what actually happened here – and how do we evangelize without knowing everything Jesus knows?  Well Jesus gives two things here that are both within reach for every Christian.  But it’s not a script or technique; what Jesus gives are two ways of being like Him.  And they are both essential.  

So the first thing Jesus shows us is genuine love for the people around us.  We need to let them into our lives and enter theirs.  It’s called hospitality.

Like if we talk about truth without loving people or sharing life with them, that isn’t evangelism—it’s proselytizing. And it doesn’t reflect Jesus at all. You can’t point people to Jesus without loving them, because Jesus is love.

But the second part is just as essential.   If you’re involved in people’s lives but never let them see how central Jesus is to you—never name Him, never point to Him, never risk awkwardness—then you aren’t doing evangelism either. You’re just being Canadian.

See evangelism Jesus-style only happens when we give away what Jesus has given us.  And that means we have to genuinely care for people while still pointing them directly to Jesus.

And look what happens to this woman when Jesus does this to her – she becomes like Him.  She runs back to her village saying, “Come and see a man who told me everything I ever did.”  There is an invitation to come and meet God.
…
Now this is challenging for us Canadians, but what we see here is what is unique about Christianity.  See every other religion began with someone pointing away from themselves, saying, “I’m here to show you how to find God.”  But Christianity is built on a Man who said, “I am God come to find you – I am He.”

And these are just a few small words, but they are an explosive claim.  If Jesus is telling the truth, then of course His way isn’t just a way—it’s the way. But if He isn’t telling the truth, then Christianity isn’t one option among many; it’s completely empty. If Jesus is wrong, He isn’t a good teacher—He’s a liar.

So why does Jesus push this envelope so hard?  To understand this, we have to go back to His strange comments about worship.  So first He says, “salvation is from the Jews,” but then in verse 23 He adds:
A time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in the Spirit and in truth (John 4:23)

And the word translated “time” here is literally “hour”.  And in John’s Gospel, whenever Jesus talks about His hour, He’s talking about His death.  

So what Jesus is saying is: When I die, the need for both the Samaritan temple and the Jerusalem temple will disappear. No more priests. No more sacrifices. No more barriers.  Why?  Because all of those things existed to bridge the gap between a holy God and sinful humanity.  But when I lay My life down My death will bridge that gap once for all.  I am the Messiah, and that’s why I can offer you the water of abundant life.
…
So we know Jesus never spoke throwaway lines; everything He said had meaning.  And this is especially true of the words He spoke from the cross.  And one of the things He said there that connects to this passage was, “I thirst.”  Now in that moment He wasn’t just asking for a sip of water, He was speaking into a much greater spiritual reality.  See on the cross Jesus was being cut off from the Father.  He was losing touch with the source of all joy, all love and all life.  And this was hell for Him.  So He was burning up spiritually and dying of thirst.

Now why would He do that?  It was so He could say to this woman and to each of us, I don’t care what you’ve done.  I don’t care how many husbands you’ve had or how you’ve chased meaning, or how you’ve tried to numb the emptiness.  My grace for you is a free gift.  And only I can offer it – because only I took on the ultimate thirst you deserve.  I did it so you could drink the water of life.  

Now this woman didn’t understand all of this at that time, but this is why her testimony was so powerful: “Come see a man who told me everything I ever did.  He saw me at my worst.  He read my mail.  And He still loved me.”  And because of her testimony many Samaritans were drawn into abundant life.  And this is what Jesus offers you today – He has seen you at your worst.  He’s not confused about who you are.  But He doesn’t hold any of this against you.  He loves you.  And offers you living water.  

Are you drinking deeply at that well?  If you are then don’t keep it to yourself.  Love the people in your life.  Be involved with them.  And courageously, gently, point them to Jesus.  
