3rd Sunday of Lent – March 8, 2026
John 4:5-42
Whenever I preach, you’re likely going to hear me say how much I love all the different stories in the bible.  But, no matter what I say from here out, know the Samaritan woman at the well is my absolute favorite bible story. There’s so much happening here. It’s such an important story that shows just how far Jesus' salvation extends. This is the first time in John’s gospel that Jesus is talking to a Samaritan. Samaritans were not well liked by the Jewish people. And so for Jesus to be not only talking to this woman, but extending to her the living water – the truth of his salvation – this is broadening Jesus’ mission field beyond who many felt he had come to save. It’s a huge declaration in the gospel about Jesus purpose and goals. And there’s so much to point out in the story. There is much more to this story than meets the eye.
Typically, the reader assumes the worst of this woman’s story just based on what we read about her.   We tend to interpret Jesus words as harsh against her initially. We read that she has had five husbands.  Initial thought: What kind of woman goes through five husbands?  I’ve heard sermons explain that she’s at the well alone at midday rather than morning because she was such a disgrace to society.  She was a social outcast because she’s been through 5 husbands.  But when we read her story, there’s actually no explanation about why she is on her sixth significant other.   We make an assumption typically using our context today. And it’s typically one based in judgement.
But using historical context, it’s actually likely she’s not divorced five times.  Financially, if she had divorced five men, she would likely be pretty well-off.  To live as a divorced woman would require some kind of financial means. And typically, someone of that financial stature, she wouldn’t be going to get her own water, she’d likely have a servant to do that for her. It’s actually more likely that her husbands have died based on the historical context.  
So we typically hear that she’s at the well midday because she was a social outcast. But what if she was there because of grief? Was the community judgmental of her or did she not want to be around other people being caught up in her own grief? Remember, there were a lot of customs about what happened to a widowed woman after her husband died.  And she typically didn’t have much choice in the matter.  And so, it’s pretty presumptuous and speaks to our tendencies to judge before we know the context of things that we assume Jesus is chastising in his tone of her when he seems to be calling her out for having five husbands. What if instead, he’s just naming a truth about her situation to show that he knows her and sees her?
It doesn't change the gospel message. But it does change how we view the woman. And I think it’s an important lesson in how we need to watch our judgmental instincts towards others. We don’t know the woman’s story. But Jesus does. And in showing this woman that he knew her story, and no matter what that story is, he still offers her living water.
So often, the modern Christian church is infatuated with sin. And yeah, we have grace – you know Lutherans are all about that grace But we wouldn’t need that grace if we weren’t such sinful people. And yeah, people can be quite terrible at times. However, we lose so often humanities goodness. When we see this woman in this story, we automatically assume a tone of judgment because she must be terrible and sinful. But how often do we recognize that God sees beyond that. God knows our innermost selves. God created our whole beings. And when we look back at the creation stories – when God created humanity, God wasn’t like, “ugh, these people are going to disappoint me.” God looked at us, as God’s created beings and said we were good. We are good in God’s eyes. And we forget this far too often. For ourselves, and for other people.
Yes, we fall short.
Yes, we mess up.
Yes, we sin.
But God’s love for us extends far beyond any of that. If God is good, and we are created by God, we are also good and worthy of this living water. Jesus extends his mission here with the Samaritan woman not because of her divorces or husbands' deaths. Or whatever else might be a part of her story. Jesus extends his mission field because all are good and worthy in God’s eyes.
Without God comes death. But we are offered the living water as we bring our own stories to the well. And when we come to the well, are we going to be focused on what other people have done that makes them unworthy? Or are we able to welcome grace and love with open arms for all whom God created? Jesus didn’t put any borders on who is worthy of the living water. We certainly don’t get to create them ourselves. To Samaria and beyond – May the living water of God’s love and redemption flow past our judgement and restrictions. And be an offering to all of God’s people, just as Jesus intended. Amen.
