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A Bride at the Well:  

John 4 and the Samaritan Woman 

One of the essential questions we must continually ask when studying Scripture is this: What was 

the original message that the author intended to communicate to their first-century audience? This 

question is especially important when reading the Gospel of John, where layers of symbolism are 

woven deeply into the narrative.  

John does not write as a modern historian might. His Gospel is rich with theological meaning, 

drawing heavily on metaphor, symbolic structure, and allusion to the Hebrew Scriptures. Yet, 

modern readers—especially in the West—often miss these layers due to our tendency to read the 

text as purely literal, a tendency heightened since the rise of Christian fundamentalism. 

If we genuinely believe that God's word is true and authoritative, we must understand that truth can 

be conveyed through symbolic storytelling just as powerfully—if not more so—than through literal 

historical narrative alone. The story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well (John 4:4-42) is a 

perfect example.  

Many Christians read this story through the lens of Jesus’ divine knowledge—he “miraculously” 

knows about her five husbands—and thus see the passage primarily as evidence of his divinity. But 

to stop there is to miss the symbolic depth that John, writing for a symbol-literate audience, wants 

us to uncover. 

Setting the Scene: The Bridegroom Has Come1 

The encounter between Jesus and the Samaritan woman is framed by bridal imagery. Just before 

chapter 4, in John 3:29, John the Baptist explicitly calls Jesus the bridegroom. He says, “The friend 

of the bridegroom… rejoices greatly at the bridegroom’s voice.” This reintroduction of John the 

Baptist, baptizing near Salim—a region close to Samaria—serves as a symbolic handoff. John, the 

friend of the bridegroom, fades from the scene, and Jesus, the bridegroom, steps forward to seek his 

bride. This statement is not made in a vacuum—it draws on a rich biblical tradition where God is 

portrayed as the bridegroom and Israel as his bride. 

This marital imagery begins at Mount Sinai. When God brings Israel out of Egypt, it is not merely a 

liberation—it is a courtship. In Exodus 19–24, we witness a covenant ceremony that mirrors an 

ancient Near Eastern wedding. God leads his people to the mountain, prepares them for three days, 

and then descends in cloud and fire. The people, purified and consecrated, await their encounter.  

Moses acts as the intermediary—the friend of the bridegroom—preparing the bride to meet her 

divine husband. At the climactic moment, the people respond with a unified voice: “All that the 

Lord has spoken we will do” (Exodus 19:8; 24:3). This is the vow. The covenant is sealed with 

blood (Exodus 24:8). Mount Sinai becomes the wedding altar, and the nation of Israel becomes 

God’s betrothed. 

 
 1 Koester, Craig R. (2003). Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel: Meaning, Mystery, Community (2nd Ed.). Fortress 

Press: Minneapolis, pp. 47-50.  

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Christian-fundamentalism
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john%204%3A4-42&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john%203%3A29&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=exodus%2019%3A8&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=exodus%2024%3A3&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=exodus%2024%3A8&version=NET
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But the story does not remain idyllic. The prophets later pick up on this theme to lament Israel’s 

unfaithfulness. Time and again, Israel is described as a bride who has gone astray. Chief among 

these voices is Hosea, a prophet to the northern kingdom—the very region where the Samaritans 

traced their ancestry.  

Hosea is commanded by God to marry a promiscuous woman as a living parable of Israel’s spiritual 

adultery. “Go, marry a promiscuous woman and have children with her, for like an adulterous wife 

this land is guilty of unfaithfulness to the Lord” (Hosea 1:2). 

God’s heartache is palpable. Through Hosea, He pleads: “She is not my wife, and I am not her 

husband… But I will allure her, lead her into the wilderness and speak tenderly to her… There I 

will give her back her vineyards, and will make the Valley of Achor a door of hope” (Hosea 2:2, 

14–15). The marriage covenant is not discarded—it is pursued with passionate faithfulness, even 

when the bride turns away. 

John’s audience, especially those familiar with the Hebrew Scriptures, would have heard echoes of 

this prophetic tradition in the story of Jesus meeting a Samaritan woman at a well. This is not just a 

chance encounter—this is the bridegroom coming once again, in mercy and truth, to restore what 

was lost. He does not come to condemn the wayward wife but to win her back. And this time, the 

bride will no longer worship on Mount Gerizim or in Jerusalem alone, but in spirit and in truth 

(John 4:23). 

A Well – The Meeting Place for a Bride 

In the Hebrew Scriptures, the well is the meeting place for many betrothal scenes. Abraham’s 

servant meets Rebekah at a well (Genesis 24:20). Jacob meets Rachel at a well—at midday 

(Genesis 29:7-9). Moses meets Zipporah at a well (Exodus 2:15). These are not incidental details; 

they form a recognizable literary motif. John’s first-century readers, steeped in these stories, would 

immediately recognize that something bridal is taking place in John 4. 

Jesus, too, comes to a well—Jacob’s well, no less—at midday, and meets a woman. This woman is 

not just a person; she is a representative of her people. John subtly shifts from singular to plural 

pronouns in her speech: “Our father Jacob gave us this well.” The Samaritan woman becomes a 

symbolic stand-in for Samaria. 

Five Husbands and the Sixth Man 

Jesus tells the woman that she has had five husbands, and the man she is now with is not her 

husband. At first glance, this appears to be a moral judgment or a supernatural display of Jesus’ 

knowledge. But there's more here than meets the eye. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=hosea%201%3A2&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=hosea%202%3A2&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=hosea%202%3A14-15&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john%204%3A23&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=genesis%2024%3A20&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=genesis%2029%3A7-9&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=exodus%202%3A15&version=NET
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In 2 Kings 17:24, we are told that when the Assyrian Empire 

conquered the Northern Kingdom of Israel, they resettled the 

region with five different foreign people groups. Each group 

brought its own gods, and the resulting syncretism created a 

complex, hybrid religious identity.  

The Samaritan religion—while claiming descent from 

Jacob—had been "married" to five foreign traditions. The 

woman's five former "husbands" are symbolic of these pagan 

influences. She is not just a woman with a complicated past; 

she is Samaria itself—estranged from covenant faithfulness. 

And the sixth man? Jesus says she is now living with a man 

who is not her husband. Who might this symbolize? 

The answer may lie in the political alliances of the time. The 

Samaritans, seeking security, had allied themselves with 

Rome. Herod the Great, ever eager to please Caesar, built 

three temples to Caesar Augustus in the land of Israel. 

Augustus is not Octavian’s name; it is a title, meaning “the 

Worshiped One.” The Greek word for Augustus is Sebastos - 

“Worthy of Worship.”  

One of these temples was built in Samaria, the ancient city 

that served as the capital of the Northern Kingdom. When 

Herod the Great rebuilt the ancient city, now under Roman 

rule, he renamed it Sebaste in honor of Caesar Augustus—a 

visible sign of Rome’s presence in the Samaritan heartland. 

The woman’s current “partner” is Rome. Like her people, she 

is cohabiting with a worldly power rather than remaining 

faithful to her covenant God. 

At the conclusion of the story, the people of Samaria 

proclaim something revolutionary: “We know that this man really is the Savior of the world” (John 

4:42). This title was not casually spoken. It was a designation reserved for only one man in the 

empire—Caesar Augustus.  

The Roman poet Sextus Propertius (50 – 15 BC) referred to Augustus as “O Savior of the World” 

and the “son of a god,”2 in reference to the now-deified Julius Caesar. The Priene Calendar 

 
 2 Sextus Propertius, Elegies (4.6),  

From God & Empire, 

John Dominic Crossan 

 

“There was a human being in 

the first century who was 

called ‘Divine,’ ‘Son of God,’ 

‘God,’ and ‘God from God,’ 

whose titles were ‘Lord,’ 

‘Redeemer,’ ‘Liberator,’ and 

‘Savior of the World.’ Who 

was that person? ...most 

Christians probably think that 

those titles were originally 

created and uniquely applied 

to Christ. But before Jesus 

ever existed, all those terms 

belonged to Caesar Augustus. 

Christians were not simply 

using ordinary titles applied to 

all sorts of people at that time, 

or even extraordinary titles 

applied to special people in 

the East. They were taking the 

identity of the Roman 

emperor and giving it to 

[Jesus]...what the Romans 

called majestas and we call 

high treason.”  (p. 28) 

“SAVIOR OF THE WORLD” 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2%20kings%2017%3A24-41&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john%204%3A42&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john%204%3A42&version=NET
https://jesusmemoirs.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/839b8-gospel-theprienecalendarinscriptionhandout.pdf
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Inscription (9 BC), an artifact from Asia Minor, declares that Augustus was sent as a “Savior” for 

the benefit of all humanity.  

John’s Gospel subtly subverts this imperial propaganda: the true Savior of the World is not 

enthroned in Rome but sitting by a well in Samaria. The Samaritan woman and her people, in 

naming Jesus with this imperial title, are symbolically turning from a false savior to the authentic 

one—Jesus the Messiah. Beneath the surface, this story is charged with political meaning, 

challenging the allegiance of the people and calling them into covenant loyalty with the true 

bridegroom and King.3 

The Bride Responds 

What follows is striking: like Rebekah and Rachel before her, the Samaritan woman goes back into 

town to tell her people about the man she has just met. In Genesis 24:28 and 29:12, both Rebekah 

and Rachel rush home to report their encounter at the well. In John 4:28, the woman leaves her 

water jar behind and hurries to the town to proclaim, “Come, see a man who told me everything I 

ever did!” 

The townspeople respond just as Laban responded to Rebekah's story (Gen. 24:29), or Laban to 

Rachel’s (Gen. 29:13): they come out to meet him. And then they invite him to stay. “He stayed 

with them two days.” What began as a conversation at a well ends with a kind of betrothal—the 

people of Samaria enter into a relationship with the bridegroom. 

Symbolism and Prophetic Fulfillment 

This symbolic wedding is not an isolated image. The prophets long foretold a Messiah who would 

unite the divided kingdoms of Israel. Isaiah speaks of a root from Jesse who will gather the 

dispersed of Israel and Ephraim (Isaiah 11:12-13). Ezekiel envisions a day when two sticks—

representing Judah and Ephraim—will become one in God's hand (Ezekiel 37:15–28). 

The Samaritans traced their lineage to Joseph through Ephraim and Manasseh. They claimed to be 

the “true Israel.” Though separated by history and hostility, they, too, awaited a coming messiah 

(John 4:25). And here, at the well of Jacob, the bridegroom arrives to begin the reunification of the 

family. 

This is why John's Gospel speaks so deeply to those who have eyes to see and ears to hear. When 

read symbolically, the story reveals Jesus not simply as a miracle-working prophet, but as the 

bridegroom of Israel come to reclaim his estranged bride—even from the margins of Samaria. 

 

 

 
 3 Crossan, J.D. (2007). God & Empire: Jesus Against Rome, Then and Now. Harper Collins: San Francisco, pp. 

10-25.  

https://jesusmemoirs.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/839b8-gospel-theprienecalendarinscriptionhandout.pdf
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=genesis%2024%3A28&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=genesis%2029%3A12&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=genesis%2024%3A29&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=genesis%2029%3A13&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Isaiah%2011%3A12-13&version=NET
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=ezekiel%2037%3A15-28&version=NET
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Conclusion: A Covenant of Loyalty 

The message of John 4 is not primarily about Jesus' supernatural knowledge. It's about God’s 

covenant loyalty. The Samaritan woman symbolizes a people group that has wandered, 

intermingled, and compromised. Yet the bridegroom does not abandon her. He comes to the well, 

initiates the conversation, and calls her to worship in spirit and truth. 

As Hosea shows us, this is a God who does not give up on his bride—even when she has played the 

harlot. He is the one who buys her back, restores her, and brings her home. 

When we enter into a covenant with God through Jesus, we are saying “yes” to the bridegroom. We 

are pledging our loyalty to a divine relationship. John’s story of the woman at the well is not just a 

personal conversion story—it is the beginning of a great reconciliation. The Messiah is gathering 

the family again. The wedding has begun. Will we respond to the invitation? 

 


