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Good morning, Beloved. Do you love the parenthesis? It's such an elegant mark, isn’t it, with 

the curved line on one side and the curved line on the other? When you look down at a page of 

text, do you spot the parenthesis and think, “I love it”? Whatever your emotional attachment to 

the parenthesis is right now, I want it to be greater 30 minutes from now. A parenthesis is a 

device; it's an indication where you add additional information, a qualifying comment. It's what 

you do when you look at someone and you realize, as they reflect back to you, that they have 

no idea what you're talking about, and so you add a clarifying comment. Have you ever done 

that? The Gospel of John does that. John the evangelist does that. He does that three times in 

our passage this morning. It's reflected in the English translations. Keep your Bible open to John 

4. I want you to love the parenthesis because these clarifying comments are profoundly 

instructive for us this morning.  

 

This morning we continue in our series on disciple-making. We’re looking in the month of July 

at Jesus' encounters with people. We’re looking at how Jesus makes disciples and models 

disciple-making in the eyes of the disciples. In the passage that we read, John 4:7-29, Jesus has 

left Judea. He has departed for Galilee, and now He's coming back, and He has to pass through 

Samaria. He comes through this area, and there is a well there—Jacob's well, which we read 

about in Genesis. Jesus was weary from His journey, and He stops and sits. The Greek text says 

that He sits “on the well,” and this is one of those small details where you know the Bible can 

be trusted. The ESV says He sat “beside the well,” because in English, when we read “sat on the 

well,” we get worried. But, Jesus sits on the well.  
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This is actually Jacob's well. This is the place. You can visit it in 

Israel today. It's in the West Bank. It's in the Palestinian city of 

Nablus, which is the Arabic for Neapolis, which was a new city 

built by the Roman Vespasian. There's an Orthodox Church 

built over the top of this well, which is still there from the time 

of the patriarch Jacob. You can see on the well the Roman-era 

capstone. This one is about 20 inches thick, and it's about five 

feet across, with a hole in the middle for lowering your vessel, so you can sit on the well. Jesus 

sat on this well, and John tells us that it was about the sixth hour, which is noon, the peak of the 

day, the hot time of the day. When He was by the well, Jesus had an encounter, and it's this 

encounter that we read about. This encounter is so instructive for us. It is so surprising for us. It 

models for us profound ways that we are called to make disciples. It had such an impact on 

John the evangelist that this is one of the longest chapters in the Gospel of John.  

 

Let's look at it. As we look at this text, I want you to fall in love, as I have, with the parenthesis. 

Now, full disclosure: Some of you read Greek; I’m a Greek reader, a Greek speaker, and some of 

you are thinking right now, “There's no parenthesis in the original language text.” The 

parenthesis is an English convention. But the translators have done this wisely, because there 

are parenthetical comments, and there are three of them in our passage, so track these with 

me. Okay? Let's get started.  

 

The text begins that a woman from Samaria came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, “Give 

me a drink.” Now, whatever is in your mind right now, I imagine that, for most of us, we are not 

offended and shocked by this opening statement. And yet, the first parenthesis comes rushing 

in precisely at this moment, because the first century world is shocked and offended. Jesus said 

to her, “Give me a drink,” and John immediately adds the first parenthetical comment in John 

4:8: 

“(For his disciples had gone away into the city to buy food.)”  

Why is that here? It's here because the obvious question for any first century listener is: Why is 

Jesus talking directly with a woman in the public space? Kenneth Bailey, who lived in the Middle 

East for 40 years said, “I have never directly engaged a woman other than my wife in a public 

space.” Jesus steps across a social convention in a way that John immediately qualifies and 

answers the question that you're all asking right now: Why didn't Jesus ask His disciples to get 

Him a drink? Why does Jesus ask this woman? John tells us that the disciples weren't there. 

What does John do in this comment? He defends Jesus' honor, and that's the first instructive 

element for us.  
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Sometimes, when people hear of Jesus, or they read about Him, or maybe they see someone 

who claims to follow Him, and they see something that seems incongruous with how social 

customs are carried out, they are tempted to have a misperception of Jesus. Have you ever had 

that happen? Jesus' disciples defend His honor. You and I are equipped to provide information 

to explain: No, Jesus is actually acting in an honorable way. This is so important to John's 

narrative of this moment that he comes back to it in John 4:27, where we read that when the 

disciples came back:  

“They marveled that He was talking with a woman but no one said, ‘What do you seek?’ 

or, ‘Why are You talking with her?’" 

John goes out of his way to explain that Jesus converses with women publicly in a way that is 

absolutely honorable, and that's profoundly instructive for disciples. The way that you talk, men 

and women, has to be done with honor, and John's first parenthetical comment defends Jesus' 

honor. That's the easy one. Let’s keep going. The first parenthesis adds the information that 

helps to preserve and protect Jesus' honor and highlights for people how He acts honorably, 

even when you might think He is not.  

 

Let's go to the second one. This is significantly more difficult. In John 4:9, the Samaritan woman 

says to Jesus:  

"How is it that You, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a woman of Samaria?"  

And we have our second parenthesis. Do you see it? The second parenthesis supplies the 

additional information:  

“(For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.)”  

The woman is surprised, startled, alarmed, offended: “How in the world is it that You, being a 

Jewish man, are asking a drink from me, a woman, and particularly a Samaritan woman?”  

 

John's parenthetical comment is translated very differently. One of the luxuries of English—an 

immense luxury—is we have many, many translations of the Bible. As Jerome said long ago, 

translation is “an impossible art.” No two languages line up one to one. Many places in the 

world have only one version of the Bible in their native language. There are thousands of 

people who do not yet have the Bible in their native language. I got a call this week from a man 

who works with a mission organization for Bible translation. He invited me to come to Ethiopia 

in August, because there is a translation that's being completed for a people group. He shared a 

video of the joy of this community. I will share it with you next month because it's so powerful.  

 

We have many translations. If you go to Bible Gateway or Bible Hub, you can often see many 

translations. They are all right there, and every single one of them represents hundreds of 
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thousands of hours of work by people whom you've never met and will never be able to thank.  

Let me show you the difference in the translations here. The ESV says, “Jews have no dealings 

with Samaritans.” The NIV says, “Jews do not associate with Samaritans.” The New Living 

Translation goes even further and says that “Jews refuse to have anything to do with 

Samaritans.” The NRSV says, “Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans.” Isn’t that 

interesting—all those variations? What's going on? The Christian Standard Bible says, with the 

ESV, “Jews do not associate with Samaritans.” But then there's a footnote, and the footnote 

says, literally, “…do not share vessels with…,” because that's what the text says. John says that 

“Jews and Samaritans do not use the same dishes.” They use separate dishes. There's so much 

conflict between these two groups of people that they will not share a common cup. They will 

drink water from different fountains. They will share different vessels.  

 

There is immense cultural conflict right here, and you may not feel it, but John wants to make 

sure that you and I know what's happening. These are neighbors who live worlds apart. They 

live in different places. They have different places that are important. They have different dates 

that are important to them. They have different customs. They see each other as being a social 

or personal or spiritual danger. They have traumatic memories. There is bad blood.  

 

Let’s do just a quick recap. Samaritans look bad in the Bible. In 2 Kings 17, the Samaritans are 

the re-settled people after the northern tribes of Israel are taken into exile in 722 BC by the 

kings of Assyria. Then Samaria is re-settled with foreign peoples, and they become a mixed 

people. Not only are they mixed ethnically, they are mixed religiously. The Bible says that the 

Samaritans worshiped the Lord, but they also served other gods in a manner of the nations.  

 

The Samaritans look bad in the book of Ezra. When God's people return from exile and want to 

rebuild the temple, the Samaritans oppose them. They discourage them; they threaten them; 

they make them afraid to build. They bribed the local government leaders against them. Then, 

when the work seems to continue to progress, they go to the ultimate step. They escalate and 

send a letter to the Persian king. It's a slanderous letter, and it’s preserved in the Bible. The 

slanderous letter says, “O, King, O Great King, may you live forever” (I’m paraphrasing little bit 

for time’s sake). “These people are rebellious and wicked, and if you let them build their city 

and temple, you’re going to have problems.” King Artaxerxes replies and says, “Yes. Why should 

there be dishonor for the king? You all need to stop.” And they stop, and the work on the house 

of God stops for decades. The work on God's house stopped, but then the Samaritans started 

building their own house. They built a rival sanctuary on Mount Gerizim in Samaria. Even 

though the Bible says, “Everyone should come to Jerusalem three times year,” the Samaritans 

said, “No, you come to Samaria.”  
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The bad blood gets worse over time. After the Maccabean revolt, Israel's last political 

independence before modern times, the Jewish leader John Hyrcanus says, “We don't like 

having that temple up there on Mount Gerizim, and you all need to convert. If you don't, you’re 

going to be killed.” And they said, “Wow, that's kind of aggressive.” Then he said, “You know 

what, we’re going to just level that building.” So he tore it down. The Samaritans replied that 

they came to Jerusalem at the time of the Passover, and that's a major pilgrimage festival. The 

Samaritans came, and they hurled human bones over the wall of the city into the temple 

courts, and it shut down the sanctuary. Not only are there these kinds of actions, but there are 

also riots and violence.  

 

In the time of Jesus, what Jesus Himself is doing is journeying from Galilee to Jerusalem. 

Josephus records that a group of Galileans were journeying to Jerusalem and crossing through 

the land of Samaria, and a group of Samaritans came out and killed a number of them. The 

leading men of Galilee were informed about what had happened, so they appealed to the 

Roman governor: “We need justice.” The Samaritans bribed the Roman governor, and he said, 

“I know nothing about this.” The Galileans were so upset about it that they formed their own 

militia and then plundered several villages of the Samaritans, and the tensions in the 

community escalated. The Roman governor heard about this. The Samaritans appealed to him. 

Each side was blaming the other. The Roman governor came down and said, “I’m going to settle 

this. Who are the leaders on each side?” He ordered them to be crucified.  

 

There is tension here, Beloved, on a scale that's difficult for us to imagine unless we really 

transpose that into societal tensions that we know firsthand. My wife is from Greece. When I 

first came to Greece, and we told people that we were going to Turkey as part of our 

honeymoon because my wife’s grandmother is from a Greek community in Turkey, I saw a lot 

of backlash: “Why would you go there? That's dangerous.” I didn't realize that, for many 

Greeks, there is a vivid memory that Greece was occupied and ruled for 400 years by Turks, and 

there was bad blood and conflict. When I got to know the person who lived next door to my 

wife's family, I learned that he had to flee Turkey. The men in his village were killed, and, as a 

young boy, he buried himself in the ground for five days. He was buried in the ground with his 

cousin. His cousin got so agitated, because they were being devoured by bugs, that he said, “I 

can't take it anymore.” He never saw him again.  

 

There is conflict, Beloved, of such a scale that it's shocking to the woman, and John wants to 

make sure that we all know that, because what's so remarkable is that Jesus asks her for a 

drink. This is an absolutely stunning moment in the Gospels. Jesus asks her for a drink, and He 

allows Himself to be served. That's really instructive for us. There is conflict around us. I've been 

blessed to visit over 35 countries in the world, and there is cultural conflict in almost every land. 
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You get to know that land, and sometimes, as an outsider to the particular conflict, you can 

minimize it. But if you're an insider to it, it is white-hot. That may not be your particular conflict, 

but this exchange makes a profound impression on John to say, “He asked her for a drink.”  

 

Let's keep going. He asked her for a drink. He allows Himself to be served. Jesus asks the 

question, “Would you give me something to drink?” Often when we ask questions, we invite 

questions, don’t we? It's a great way to begin a conversation—asking something. She replies 

with a question of her own. We read in John 4:10 that Jesus then says to her: 

"If you knew the gift of God, and Who it is that is saying to you, 'Give me a drink,' you 

would have asked Him, and He would have given you living water." 

He prompts her: “Go ahead and ask Me a question, too.” So she says: 

"Sir, You have nothing to draw water with, and the well is deep. Where do You get that 

living water? Are You greater than our father Jacob?” 

She asks Him, “Who are You?” And Jesus says in John 4:13-14: 

“Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but 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.” 

What’s Jesus talking about? They’re talking at the well, and she says in John 4:15: 

"Sir, give me this water, so that I will not be thirsty or have to come here to draw water." 

All of a sudden Jesus takes the conversation deeper. The fact that He's talking with her, the fact 

that He's allowing Himself to be served by her has created the opportunity for a conversation, 

and He's sharing with her, in a very gentle way, a little bit more about Himself. It is an 

astonishing thing that this conversation is even happening. And then Jesus says to her, deeper 

into the conversation in John 4:16: 

"Go, call your husband, and come here." 

As readers, we feel that the conversation just turned. Do you feel that? But notice, that's not 

Jesus’ opening. It could have been, but it's not. She replies: 

“I have no husband.”  

And Jesus says in John 4:17-18: 

"You are right in saying, 'I have no husband'; for you have had five husbands, and the one 

you now have is not your husband. What you have said is true." 

We don't know the story of those five husbands, and I think that's instructive for us that there is 

no parenthesis here. We don't know if she had been in an abusive set of relationships. We don't 
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know if she had been the victim of infidelity. We don't know if the sin was on the husband’s 

side or her side. You know, it's usually a mixture, isn’t it? But it’s profound to notice that there's 

no parenthesis here. The details of the five broken marriages aren't the critical element. She 

replies in verse 19: 

"Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet.” 

 

Prophets in the Bible bring God's perspective on the situation in front of them. Only 30% of the 

prophetic literature in the Bible is predictive; 70% of it is leveraging God's perspective on the 

moment. Prophets reveal the thoughts of our hearts. Sometimes when the thoughts of our 

hearts get revealed, our initial move is to be defensive. She gets defensive at this point. She 

says in John 4:20: 

“Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but You say that in Jerusalem is the place 

where people ought to worship." 

She brings up the cultural division, really as a way of defending her space. Jesus transcends 

these divisions, first by relativizing the conflict. He says in John 4:21: 

"Woman, believe Me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem 

will you worship the Father.” 

That's a huge thing to say. Jesus says that this temple you have is not the critical thing, and, by 

the way, the Jerusalem temple is not either. That comment makes everyone in the room upset, 

so now everyone's upset. Then Jesus transcends the division by saying in John 4:23: 

“But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the 

Father in spirit and truth, for the Father is seeking such people to worship Him.” 

Jesus signals a whole of people streaming to worship God from all over. She recognizes this, and 

she says in John 4:25: 

"I know that Messiah is coming (He who is called Christ). When He comes, He will tell us 

all things.”  

Here, Beloved, we have our third parenthesis. Do you see it?  

 

The Samaritans revered the Pentateuch. They built their messianic expectations around 

Deuteronomy 18, for a Restorer to come. They called Him the Taheb. When the Taheb comes, 

He will reveal the truth, and He “will come in peace and purify the world,” Samaritan texts say. 

One of the oldest copies of the Samaritan Pentateuch that we have is actually just 15 minutes 

down the street from us right now in the archives at Hebrew Union College. Their text led them 

to expect a coming Restorer, a Redeemer. She says, “I know the Messiah is coming,” and then 

John adds a parenthesis: “(He who is called Christ).” Why does he do that? Now, it's a little bit 
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difficult for us to appreciate this, because, for many of us, the words Messiah and Christ are 

familiar. Some think that Christ is Jesus' last name—Jesus Christ—as though the mail would 

come to Mr. J. Christ. Christ is not Jesus' last name. It's a confession of faith of who Jesus is. The 

punch line of John's entire Gospel is John 20:31 which says: 

“These are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and 

that by believing you may have life in His name.” 

She is expecting a Savior, Messiah, and John translates the Hebrew word into its Greek form.  

 

Sometimes, Beloved, we use Christian words that don't mean anything to the people we’re 

talking to. Sometimes we assume that everyone knows what the word “grace” means. They 

don't. Sometimes we assume that people know what the word “covenant” means or a word 

like “steadfast love” or even a word like “love.” John translates this with parenthetical 

comment number three. Jesus replies to her statement “I know the Messiah is coming” with the 

theophany—God appearing. In John 4:26, we read that Jesus says:  

"I who speak to you am He." 

“I am,” He says, “the One speaking to you.” Jesus pronounces the divine name and reveals 

Himself to her, alone, at the well. Amazing!  

 

It was just after the theophany that the disciples came back. They came back with the groceries. 

The disciples come back with food and drink, and they are astonished. There He is, and He's 

talking with a Samaritan woman. But the way He was doing it made no one even think that 

Jesus was acting dishonorably. They came back with the food, and she left. She went away into 

the town, and she told all the people in her town: 

"Come, see a Man who told me all that I ever did. Can this be the Christ?"  

Praise God.  

 

We are hearing these exchanges on two levels. The first level is the woman. My favorite 

comment about this passage is from an early church writer named Ephraim from Syria. This is 

how he summarized what happened to the woman. I love it. He said:  

   “At the beginning of the conversation, she caught sight of a thirsty man, then a Jew, then a    

   rabbi, then a prophet, and last of all, the Messiah. She tried to get the better of the thirsty    

   man. She showed dislike for the Jew. She heckled the rabbi. She was swept off her feet by    

   the prophet. And she adored the Christ.” 

That's what happened to her. I want you to know that if you have ever been tempted to think 

that “Jesus is not for me,” this woman, in the inclusion of this conversation in the Gospel, 
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answers that for us all. If you're ever tempted to think that “Jesus is just for one group or one 

gender,” this passage answers that forever. 

 

For disciples and disciple-makers, let me give three challenges for us. I've given these to myself, 

first, before giving them to you. 

 

The first challenge is that the first parenthesis teaches us to be people who defend the 

reputation of Jesus. Sometimes people who claim the name of Jesus don't reflect Him very 

well. Sometimes people know just enough about Jesus to be dangerous and don't reflect Him 

well. Sometimes people hear slanderous things about Jesus from people who don't even know 

Him, and they pick that up. When we encounter that as disciples, disciple-makers defend the 

reputation of Jesus. John does that so skillfully with just a parenthetical comment.  

 

The second challenge is that disciple-makers are called to bridge cultural and societal conflict 

by transcending it. This is weighty for me and big. That means that disciple-makers are 

peacemakers. They are peacemakers, not in the way of saying “this doesn't matter” or “that 

doesn't matter.” They are peacemakers by calling everyone to higher ground. When we live in a 

situation or a cultural moment when there is such hostility that people will not even share a 

common cup, the people of God are needed right there, and we have to step into that space. 

We step into that space; we bridge cultural conflict; we do uncomfortable things. What do we 

learn the most from Jesus in how to do that? It’s so simple, really, and I want to challenge you 

specifically on this point. When you get into a situation where you sense the conflict (it’s not 

hard to find), start with asking to be served. Start with asking, not just a question for question’s 

sake, but by placing yourself in a position where you can be served. That's what Jesus does. He 

is the Lord of Glory, and yet He asks her to serve Him the drink. It's so disarming, and it's also so 

elevating of her position.  

 

Daniel Niles is a Sri Lankan theologian and missionary leader. He's lived in a culture that’s had 

immense conflict in a very costly Civil War and a society in deep tension, so he's very sensitive 

to the role of the church in society. He says that the Christian community in Asia runs a lot of 

schools, hospitals, orphanages, and farms. Sometimes we don't realize that these institutions 

not only provide Christian service, but they are also sources of strength. Sometimes we offer 

patronage, employment, and sometimes we make money. Sometimes the church can be 

viewed with suspicion and fear. He says: “The only way to build love between two people or 

two people groups is to be so related to each other as to stand in need of each other.” That's 

what Jesus does. He says to her, “I need a drink.” He’s the Son of God. He was tired from His 

journey, and He just said, “Could you give me a drink?” and that's what opened up the whole 

thing. If He had started the conversation with saying, “You’re a Samaritan woman, and you 
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need to get your theological ducks in a row,” this chapter is not in the Bible. That conversation 

doesn’t go anywhere. Bridge conflicts, Beloved, by transcending them. You start the 

disarmament by allowing yourself to be served and to be in need. You can ask a question, such 

as: “Could you help me understand this?” “Could you share with me a little of your 

experience?” When you can't think of anything else, “Could you give me a drink of water?” 

Praise the Lord.  

 

The third challenge is for us to be people who explain Christian words. Sometimes we think 

we’re really communicating, and our words are just going right by. They are not impacting, 

because they are not understood. Words like “Savior,” “salvation,” “Messiah,” “Lord,” “grace,” 

“love,” “forgiveness,” and “covenant” are words that are uniquely Christian words, and they 

must be lovingly explained. When we do that, Beloved, and we’re attentive to the parenthesis, 

we will grow as disciple-makers because that's what we see in our passage. The impact of this 

moment on John was to tell an event that he was not there for and to allow others to see what 

Jesus had just modeled for them. Let's do the same. Let’s pray. 

 

Lord Jesus, You’re amazing. You really are amazing. You are patient in Your instruction of us. 

You are glorious, and You are good. Lord, I thank You for this passage and all that's there for us, 

even in the parentheses. Lord, I want to lift up those among us who really identify with the 

Samaritan woman, who maybe have had a traumatic past, who feel disqualified or on the 

margins, or whose inner dialogue continues to repeat, “Jesus has no interest in me.” Lord, will 

You step toward them right now, sit down at the well, and say, “Could you give Me a drink of 

water?” Would you open conversations, Lord, around us, through us, and may we, like You, sit 

down at the well and talk with people who are quite different in experience and background. 

May we, Lord, go in such a way that Your reputation is honored. May we conduct all of our 

conversations in a way that's blameless. May we ask disarming questions and invite and 

welcome the opportunity to be served. May we recognize when the words that we use are 

flying by and are just in need of a clarifying comment. Lord, I thank You that the Samaritan 

woman introduced You to her city as the Christ. Just that clarifying word that You are for all the 

world became part of her testimony immediately. And above all, Lord, would You take our lives 

and use us as disciple-makers in our families, in our neighborhoods, in our classrooms, in our 

cafeterias, in our common spaces, and in our walled-off spaces. Show us where the wells are, 

Lord, so we can sit down and watch the Kingdom of God grow. We love You.  

 

In Jesus’ Name, Amen. 


