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Abstract  

This paper looks to demonstrate that the conversation with the Samaritan woman in John 4 is a 

betrothal scene which points to Jesus’s self-perception of his own deity, and that the Gospel writer 

was telling his readers such in his account of that meeting.  

1.0 Introduction  

In the Bible’s metaphoric marital imagery, we are asked to imagine that God is the husband of 

Israel, and that Jesus is the bridegroom of his church. The Old Testament imagery has a fairly 

large corpus of material devoted to it, but not so the New Testament imagery—before the 2015 

publication of my PhD study there appears to have been only two published explorations of the 

imagery as a whole, one in 1940 and the other in 1971.1  

And Jocelyn McWhirter claims that before her own 2006 published PhD study there had been no 

comprehensive analysis of the allusions to marital imagery in John’s gospel;2 even though she, 

like Phillip Long (2013),3 and Brant Pitre (2014),4 see that the Gospel writers portray Jesus as 

self-consciously adopting the role of a bridegroom to his people. What is more, even though 

much of the corpus of literature that is devoted to Old Testament metaphoric marital imagery 

engages, albeit in a limited way, with metaphor theory, none of these New Testament scholars 

attempt such an analysis.  

2.0 Metaphor Theory 

A metaphor is when A is declared to be B when it is not literally true. A New Testament example 

is Jesus’s claim recorded in John’s gospel, “I am the door” (John 10:9). George Lakoff and Mark 

Johnson say, “The essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in 

terms of another.”5 George Kennedy believes that metaphor is the “greatest resource for the 

forceful expression of original thought”; and George Caird that, “All, or almost all, of the 

language used by the Bible to refer to God is metaphor” and that comparison “comprises … 

                                                           
1 Hamer, Colin. Marital Imagery in the Bible: An Exploration of Genesis 2:24 and its Significance for the 

Understanding of New Testament Divorce and Remarriage Teaching. London: Apostolos, 2015; Chavasse, Claude. 

The Bride of Christ: An Enquiry into the Nuptial Element in Early Christianity. London: Faber & Faber, 1940; Batey, 

Richard A. New Testament Nuptial Imagery. Leiden: Brill, 1971 
2 Jocelyn McWhirter, The Bridegroom Messiah and the People of God: Marriage in the Fourth Gospel, 

SNTSMS (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 11 
3 Phillip J. Long, Jesus the Bridegroom: The Origin of the Eschatological Feast as a Wedding Banquet in the 

Synoptic Gospels (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2013) 
4 Brant Pitre, Jesus the Bridegroom: The Greatest Love Story Ever Told. New York, NY: Crown, 2014 
5 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago, 1980), 5. 

Emphasis/italics will be as per the original in all quotes. 
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almost all the language of theology.”6 Despite this, Peter Macky (1990) claims his book is the 

first monograph-length investigation of biblical metaphor to be published.7  

Metaphor theory has previously focused on ‘pair-wise bindings’ (where ‘A’ is said to be ‘B’) but 

since the 1970s the exploration of large-scale metaphors has emerged as a distinct 

interdisciplinary field of study.8 This is where an initial metaphoric statement (the pair-wise ‘A is 

B’) can create a new area of understanding, a new conceptual domain. Linguists tend to refer to 

such metaphors as structure-mapping, and rather than employing the terms vehicle and tenor, 

speak of a source domain and a target domain.9  To describe the process of transferring concepts 

from one domain to another this paper will use the terminology cross-domain mapping, or 

simply cross-mapping. There is now a rapidly expanding body of literature applying structure-

mapping principles in a wide range of academic disciplines.10 However, Robert Masson’s 

perception is that: 

Recent developments in understanding … [in] the interdisciplinary field of cognitive 

linguistics provide fresh ground for rethinking how God and religious beliefs are 

conceptualized.… These challenges of cognitive linguistics’ to standard accounts of 

metaphor and figurative language have not been seriously addressed in theology and 

religious studies.11  

His observation appears to be supported by the fact that The Cambridge Handbook of Metaphor 

and Thought (2008) has 28 articles from, “distinguished scholars from different academic fields” 

ranging through science, law, mathematics, psychoanalysis, music, and art, but theology is not 

represented.12  

  

                                                           
6 George A. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical Criticism (Chapel Hill, NC: 

University of North Carolina, 1984), 26; George B. Caird, The Language and Imagery of the Bible (London: 

Duckworth, 1980), 18, 144.  
7 Peter Macky, The Centrality of Metaphors to Biblical Thought: A Method for Interpreting the Bible 

(Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen, 1990), 1 
8 Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner, “Rethinking Metaphor,” in The Cambridge Handbook of Metaphor 

and Thought (ed. Raymond W. Gibbs Jr.; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 53; Robert Masson, 

Without Metaphor, No Saving God: Theology after Cognitive Linguistics, SPT 54 (Leuven: Peeters, 2014), 10-11 
9 Dedre Gentner and Brian Bowdle, “Metaphor as Structure-Mapping,” in The Cambridge Handbook of 

Metaphor and Thought ed. Raymond W. Gibbs Jr., (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 109 
10 Raymond W. Gibbs Jr., ed., The Cambridge Handbook of Metaphor and Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2008), 5 
11 Robert Masson, Without Metaphor, No Saving God: Theology after Cognitive Linguistics, SPT 54 

(Leuven: Peeters, 2014), 4, 16 
12 Gibbs, The Cambridge Handbook, 5 
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3.0 Old Testament Marital Imagery  

Elaine Adler in her 1989 unpublished PhD on Old Testament marital imagery, a frequently cited 

work on the subject, claims that GOD IS THE HUSBAND OF ISRAEL is the dominant relational 

conceptual metaphor of the Old Testament.13 In modern metaphor theory this would be called 

the root metaphor. On this root metaphor a large scale conceptual metaphor is built that runs 

throughout the Old Testament.  

Many scholars see that it is at Sinai that a ‘marriage’ between God and Israel was contracted—it 

is a Divine Marriage that has been developed from, or linguists would say cross-mapped from, 

human marriage.14 Dennis McCarthy points out that the Sinaitic covenant was volitional, that is, 

Israel had choices: both at the outset (e.g. Exod 19:3–8; Exod 24:3–8; Deut 30:11–20) and later 

(e.g. Josh 24:1–28)—Joshua’s speech seemingly containing real options for Israel many years 

after Sinai: “the people are asked, never compelled, to enter into the relationship.”15 It is also 

asymmetrical—God will provide for Israel in the promised land and in turn Israel must be 

faithful to the covenant and have no other gods. Thus, the Sinaitic covenant is articulated as a 

conditional, contractual, asymmetrical covenant—conditional on Israel’s faithfulness to the 

covenant, and her own desire to remain in it. Because, as linguists argue, the source and target 

domains of any conceptual metaphor must have congruence, it is clear that the understanding of 

human marriage in the Old Testament is that it is also based on a conditional, asymmetrical 

covenant.16 

Thus, Jeremiah portrays the Assyrian exile as a divorce (Jer 3:1‒8), specifically cross-mapping the 

human divorce teaching of Deuteronomy 24:1‒4 to the Divine Marriage of God and Israel. This 

divorce law in effect teaches that a wife, after a divorce, cannot remarry without a certificate 

from her husband. Once in possession of that she can remarry—but never to her first husband.  

Jeremiah says Israel had received her certificate of divorce from God and thus cannot come back 

                                                           
13 Elaine J. Adler, ‘The Background for the Metaphor of Covenant as Marriage in the Hebrew Bible’ (Ph.D 

diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1989) 
14 For analysis see: Hamer, Marital Imagery, §6.4 
15 McCarthy points out that promissory (Patriarchal/Davidic) and conditional (Sinaitic) covenants are 

different from each other and states, “the attempt to make the Davidic covenant formally identical with the Mosaic 

based on a covenant form common to the two has failed”: Dennis J. McCarthy, Old Testament Covenant: A Survey of 

Current Opinions (Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches Biblewerk, 1967; Repr. Oxford: Blackwell, 1972), 46–52, 58 
16 Westbrook, an Old Testament scholar makes the same point: “If God's relationship with Israel is to be 

explained by a metaphor drawing upon the everyday life of the audience then that metaphor, to be effective, must 

reflect accurately the reality known to the audience. If the narrator were to invent the legal rules on which the 

metaphor is based, it would cease to be a valid metaphor”: Raymond Westbrook, “Adultery in Ancient Near Eastern 

Law,” RB 97 (1990): 577 
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to him. He contrasts that with the exile of Judah to Babylon which he explains to Judah is a 

separation, not a divorce.  

Despite the marriage law of Deuteronomy 24 forbidding remarriage to a first husband, the 

prophetic corpus repeatedly promises such a remarriage.17 Somehow, the Pentateuchal marriage 

law restrictions are going to be overcome. Uniquely, Hosea talks of a betrothal before the new 

nuptials (Hos 2:19–20).  

I suggest this marital imagery stretches back to Eden. Seth Postell in his book Adam as Israel 

sees (as do others) that the Edenic story is a pre-echo of Israel in the promised land.18 Some 

clear parallels are: 

Adam is placed in a garden that will supply    

all his needs. 

Israel is placed in the promised land, a land 

‘flowing with milk and honey.’  

However, in the garden there was a serpent 

that led Adam into sin. 

However, in the land were the Canaanites 

who led the Israelites into sin. 

Adam was ejected from the garden. Genesis 

3:23–24 uses two verbs that elsewhere in the 

Hebrew Bible can refer to divorce—ַלח  to“) שָׁ

send” or “to let go”)  ַרש  19.(”to cast out“) גָׁ

Israel was ejected from the land. Jeremiah 

3:1–8 specifically describes it as a divorce. 

 

Furthermore, Postell points out a great many linguistic parallels and persuasively suggests 

authorial intent—thus the explicit marital imagery of the Sinaitic covenant is latent in God’s 

covenant with Adam.  

Hosea to Malachi are sometimes described as the “Book of the Twelve.” The first book, Hosea, 

clearly has a focus on marital imagery, and Malachi, the last book, opens with this statement: 

The oracle of the word of the LORD to Israel by Malachi. “I have loved you,” says the 

LORD. (Mal 1:1‒2) 

                                                           
17 Colin Hamer, Marital Imagery in the Bible: An Exploration of Genesis 2:24 and its Significance for the 

Understanding of New Testament Divorce and Remarriage Teaching (London: Apostolos, 2015), §6.10 
18 See Hamer, Marital Imagery, §6.12 
19 For an analysis of the uses of  ַלח ַרש and  שָׁ  ;in the Hebrew Bible see: Hamer, Marital Imagery, §5.10 גָׁ

Shenk challenges the concept of a “fall” and points to the divorce imagery in Eden but does not mention the Hebrew 

text: Richard A. Shenk, The Genesis of Marriage: God's Declaration, Drama and Purpose (Milton Keynes, UK: 

Paternoster, 2018), 44; Blocher also mentions divorce imagery: Henri Blocher, In the Beginning: The Opening 

Chapters  of Genesis (Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP Academic, 1984), 136 
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We know this is addressed to Judah, as Israel (the ten northern tribes) no longer exist at this 

point in the story. Thus, Malachi is reminding Judah, recently returned from their Babylonian 

exile, of God’s past love for them. But the historical context shows that Judah still lacked 

enthusiasm for the things of God and God points out that he will not persist with them forever.  

The book closes with this warning:   

“Remember the law of my servant Moses, the statutes and rules that I commanded him 

at Horeb for all Israel. Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and 

awesome day of the LORD comes. And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their children 

and the hearts of children to their fathers, lest I come and strike the land with a decree of 

utter destruction.” (Mal 4:4‒6)  

But before that, in Malachi 2:16, God is recorded as saying: “I hate divorce.”20 I suggest that the 

context of that statement in Malachi 2, and Malachi’s context in the Book of the Twelve, and the 

context of Judah’s setting at this time in their story, and the way this closing paragraph of 

Malachi 4 is used in the New Testament—all suggest that Malachi is speaking of God’s own 

future  divorce of Judah—and not about Jewish men divorcing their wives.21   

4.0  New Testament Marital Imagery 

Marital imagery in the New Testament, just as in the Old Testament, is based on human 

marriage. But in the New Testament imagery, from the human marriage source domain, there 

arises a new root metaphor: JESUS IS THE BRIDEGROOM OF THE CHURCH—it is a metaphoric 

seeking and wooing of the elect, the bride of Christ. This gives rise to a new set of analogies, 

whereby traditions from contemporary Jewish betrothal and wedding practices are exploited, 

primarily in the Gospels, to portray Jesus’s earthly ministry as the Jewish bridegroom’s wedding 

week when he anticipates his forthcoming marriage.22 Such a bridegroom would pay the bride-

price to her father (known as the mohar), this would be followed by a betrothal period when she 

remains as a virgin in her parents’ home.23  

 

                                                           
20 This is as per ESV 2001. There have been many attempts at the translation of Mal 2:16 because the 

original Hebrew text is very unclear.  
21 For a fuller consideration of the marital imagery in Malachi see: Hamer, Marital Imagery in the Bible, 

§6.9.4 

22 See: Hamer, Marital Imagery in the Bible, 194‒202 
23 The sexual purity of a woman before a first marriage was significant in the OT law codes. In 

Deut 22:13‒19 when a newly married man accuses his (previously unmarried) bride of not being a virgin 

on marriage it is the father that challenges the accusation. If the new husband is not believed he is 

punished and never allowed to divorce his bride.  
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At the end of that time, the bridegroom would return for her and the wedding supper would take 

place. They would then begin married life in the place the bridegroom had prepared—which 

would normally be in his father’s home.24  

 

The New Testament marital imagery can be mapped like this:    

 

JESUS IS THE BRIDEGROOM OF THE CHURCH 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CNTA Consequent New Testament Analogies 

                                                           
24 See: Daniel I. Block, “Marriage and Family in Ancient Israel,” in Marriage and Family in the Biblical World 

(ed. Ken M. Campbell; Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2003), 58. Thus in 2 Cor 11:2 Paul suggests that he is the 

father of the Corinthian church, his betrothed virgin daughter, who is waiting for her bridegroom. 

 

ROOT 

METAPHOR 

 

Jewish Wedding Traditions 

• Betrothal 

(Matt 1:18) 

• Wedding feast 

 

• Invitations to guests 

 

• Groom prepares a place for his 

bride 

 

• Groom pays a mohar (bride 

price) for his bride 

 

• Groom promises to care for his 

bride 

 

• Bride waits for groom 

 

• Groom comes for his bride 

 

• Groom takes his bride to his 

own home 

 

 

Jesus’s Earthly Ministry 

• Betrothal 

(2 Cor 11:2) 

• Wedding feast 

(Matt 22:1–14) 

• Invitations to guests 

(John 4:5–29) 

• Jesus prepares a place for the 

church 

(John 14:1–3) 

• Jesus pays a mohar for the church 

(1 Cor 6:19–20) 

• Christ cares for the church 

(Eph 5:22–29) 

• The church waits for Jesus 

(2 Tim 2:10–13) 

• Jesus comes for the church  

(Matt 25:1–13) 

• Jesus takes the church to his own 

home 

(Rev 21:1–4) 

 

TARGET DOMAIN 

JESUS IS THE BRIDEGROOM OF THE 

CHURCH 

Men and women are invited to become 

members of the covenant community 

that is the metaphoric bride of Christ.  

 

SOURCE DOMAIN 

Human Marriage 

A woman becomes the wife of a 

man in a new family union formed 

by means of the marriage covenant. 

(Gen 2:24) 

 

 

 
 

CNTA 
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Expectations were high in Second Temple Judaism. The promised restoration of divorced Israel 

and separated Judah, in a new marriage, is repeatedly referenced in the Old Testament prophetic 

corpus, as is the promise to include the Gentiles—and that time was thought by many to be 

imminent. Malachi promised Elijah as a final messenger (Mal 3:1; 4:5–6) whom Matthew sees as 

being represented by John the Baptist, despite the latter’s claim otherwise (Matt 11:10–14 cf. 

John 1:21).25 It is John the Baptist who declares that the bridegroom has arrived, and Jesus 

himself alludes to this at the beginning of his ministry: in Luke 4 he is recorded as standing in 

the synagogue and reading from Isaiah 61, which begins, “The spirit of the Lord God is upon 

me” —and although Luke finishes the citation at v. 4, v. 10 of Isaiah 61 states:  

 

I will greatly rejoice in the LORD; my soul shall exult in my God, for he has clothed me 

with the garments of salvation; he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a 

bridegroom decks himself like a priest with a beautiful headdress, and as a bride adorns 

herself with her jewels. (Isa 61:10) 

 

As Jesus sat down, we are told he said: “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” 

(Luke 4:21). 

 

4.1 Marital Imagery in John’s Gospel  

Marital imagery (both explicit and implicit) is present in the all the Gospels, and elsewhere in 

the New Testament, the climax of which is the marriage supper of the Lamb. It is notably 

prominent in the opening chapters of John. 

 

4.1.1  The Wedding at Cana  

We have seen (as above) that John the Baptist refers to Jesus as the bridegroom in John 3, but 

before that in John 2:1–11 we have the account of the wedding at Cana. When asked to make up 

the shortfall of wine Jesus is said to declare that “My hour is not yet come”; Jesus is nonetheless 

recorded as performing the miracle and when the wine is produced the master of the feast 

comments on its quality and assumes it is the bridegroom who has made the provision. Verse 9 

says:  

 

When the master of the feast tasted the water now become wine, and did not know 

where it came from (though the servants who had drawn the water knew), the master of 

the feast called the bridegroom. 

 

                                                           
25 A possible explanation to the anomaly is that the Baptist denied being in any literal sense Elijah, while the 

‘he is Elijah’ of Matt 11:14 is a metaphoric expression; Luke similarly links John the Baptist with the Malachi promise 

of a final messenger and cites Jesus as declaring Jerusalem’s destruction: Luke 7:27; 13:34–35  
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It seems that in Jewish wedding tradition it was the bridegroom’s responsibility to provide the 

wine, as is inferred in v. 9.26 It follows that Mary had been, in effect, asking Jesus to prematurely 

declare himself as the messianic bridegroom—such an analysis would explain his enigmatic reply 

to her: his “hour had not yet come.”  

 

The reference to the lack of wine is probably a conscious allusion by John to Isaiah 24:7, 9, 11 

which describes Israel suffering deprivation in exile—Isaiah subsequently describing a future 

restoration of Israel when Yahweh will ensure wine will be in abundance (Isa 25:6–8).27 Thus the 

writer of the fourth Gospel, in recounting such an extravagant supply of wine, is employing 

contemporary Jewish marriage traditions to portray Jesus as the divine bridegroom self-

consciously taking the role occupied by Yahweh in the Old Testament imagery.   

 

4.1.2 The Samaritan Woman in John 4 

 

 [3] [Jesus] left Judea and departed again for Galilee. [4] And he had to pass through 

Samaria. [5] So he came to a town of Samaria called Sychar, near the field that Jacob had 

given to his son Joseph. [6] Jacob's well was there; so Jesus, wearied as he was from his 

journey, was sitting beside the well. It was about the sixth hour. [7] A woman from 

Samaria came to draw water. Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.” [8] (For his disciples 

had gone away into the city to buy food.) [9] The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is 

it that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a woman of Samaria?” (For Jews have no 

dealings with Samaritans.) (John 4:3‒9)  

 

I suggest that in this encounter Jesus is treating this Samaritan woman as a symbol of her people 

and presenting himself as a bridegroom and offering to her a ‘marriage’—in other words, 

inviting both her, and the despised Samaritans, to come to God.28  

 

The marital imagery hypothesis is supported by the context of the story within the Gospel—

placed after the wedding at Cana, and after the Baptist’s description of Jesus as the bridegroom, 

which suggests John is drawing his readers into a marital theme. But there are also contextual 

and textual allusions in the encounter itself that suggest marital imagery. Nonetheless, it might 

be thought that the encounter would not have been understood this way by the Samaritan 

woman, or by the contemporary readers of John’s account. But I think it can be demonstrated 

that the Samaritan woman did indeed understand what Jesus was saying, and thus it is likely 

that the contemporary readers would have done so as well.    

                                                           
26 See: Pitre, Jesus the Bridegroom, 35–39; also: McWhirter, The Bridegroom Messiah, 57 
27 See: Pitre, Jesus the Bridegroom, 39–45; also: Amos 9:11–13 
28 However, I do not see that the woman was a fictional character. For a recent treatment of the social 

identity approach see: Hakola, Raimo. Reconsidering Johannine Christianity: A Social Identity Approach. New York: 

Routledge, 2015 
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Firstly, I suggest the actual location of the encounter is significant. There are some apparent 

connections in this story recorded in John 4:5–29 with previous meetings at a well that resulted 

in marriage (Isaac and Rebekah, Gen 24:14–16; Jacob and Rachel, Gen 29:1–20; Moses and 

Zipporah, Exod 2:15–17, 21).  

 

John portrays Jesus, like Jacob, as a man from another a country, seeking a bride, arriving at a 

well at the middle of the day, and asking a single woman for a drink, who on realising the man’s 

identity, ran home to tell her people. What is more, Jacob is named three times in the account.29   

 

[10] Jesus answered 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.” 

[11] The woman said to him, “Sir, you have nothing to draw water with, and the well is 

deep. Where do you get that living water? [12] Are you greater than our father Jacob? He 

gave us the well and drank from it himself, as did his sons and his livestock.” [13] Jesus 

said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, [14] 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.” [15] The 

woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I will not be thirsty or have to come 

here to draw water.” (John 4:10‒15) 

 

Secondly, apart from the striking similarities of location and circumstance to previous betrothal 

scenarios, it is possible to see allusions in the text. Thus the ‘gift’ of v. 10 looks very much like 

the gifts given at the well to Rebekah (Gen 24:22–27) which might be symbolising the 

bridegroom’s bride-price. The expression ‘living water’ is a possible reference to the ritual bath a 

Jewish bride took before her wedding, referred to as such in the Joseph and Aseneth story in the 

Pseudepigrapha.30 There is a similar link with ‘living water’ and a bride in Song of Solomon 4:12, 

15, “A garden locked is my sister, my bride, a spring locked, a fountain sealed … a garden 

fountain, a well of living water.”  The Greek expression for “living water” is the same in all these 

three references—that is, in John 4, the Septuagint version of Song of Solomon, and the Joseph 

and Aseneth story.   

 

[16] Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come here.” [17] The woman 

answered him, “I have no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are right in saying, 'I have no 

husband'; [18] for you have had five husbands, and the one you now have is not your 

husband. What you have said is true.” (John 4:16‒18) 

                                                           
29 For publications that have considered this passage in detail see: Hamer, Marital Imagery in the Bible, 

§9.2.3 
30 Jos. Asen.14:12–17 
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So, we have the location, the textual allusions, and thirdly, it is Jesus himself who introduces a 

marital theme when he asks her to bring her husband (vv. 16‒18). Some think Jesus wants to 

point out the woman’s dubious marital history, but this does not seem to fit the redemptive 

theme of the encounter. Notwithstanding the fact that Jesus considers her present relationship 

not to be a valid marriage—there is no teaching in the Jewish Scriptures that to have had five 

husbands was sinful. Even in 16th century England when a Roman Catholic sacramental view of 

marriage prevailed, Catherine Parr, the last wife of Henry VIII, was married four times, and yet 

widely perceived as a pious woman.  

 

I believe that the religious context suggests that a wider issue is being addressed. The Samaritan 

people were, in effect, the remnants of the northern tribes of Israel that had been ‘divorced’ by 

God—Samaria had been the home of Ephraim when the Assyrians invaded, some had stayed but 

others were deported to Assyria.  

 

Although many subsequently returned, in the process there had been much intermarrying, and 

thus the Samaritans were now a mixture of Jewish and Gentile blood and no longer considered 

‘Jewish’ by their Jewish neighbours. What is more, they embraced a religion that was a mixture 

of Judaism and idolatry. They worshipped the true God, but they also had a history of 

involvement with the cults of five different nations—these were referred to as the five false gods 

of Samaria, as demonstrated by Josephus in his writings.31 An account of these false gods is 

found in 2 Kings 17:24‒34.  

 

It is no surprise then that the Samaritans were looked down on by their Jewish neighbours 

because of their mixed blood, their false gods, and the fact they had their own temple on Mount 

Gerizim which, however, the Samaritans insisted that Moses had designated as the place where 

the nation should worship. In summary, there were two issues relating to their worship—the five 

false gods, and the true God the Samaritans worshipped, but at the wrong temple.   

 

So, we have the location of the account in the Gospel, the actual location of the story at a well, 

the strong intertextual clues, and the reference to the woman’s marital status—all these point to 

a marital imagery theme. In other words, I suggest that Jesus was purposefully moving to the 

point he wanted to make—that he is the Bridegroom Messiah, the Saviour of the Jews, the 

Gentiles, and even of the Samaritans. He is the Christ who is going to sweep away the idea that 

God could only be worshipped in a particular place.  

 

Thus, Jesus points to her five husbands, and the fact that the man she is presently co-habiting 

with is not her husband. The five husbands echo the five false Samaritan gods. The Canaanite 

                                                           
31  Josephus refers to the five gods of Samaria in Ant. 9.288 
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word for a god is baal, the same word that is sometimes used for “husband” in the Hebrew Bible 

(there is seemingly a word play on this in Hos 2:16).32 And an analogy automatically arises from 

her sixth ‘husband,’ to the Samaritan worship of Yahweh (the sixth ‘god’), but at the wrong 

temple. And I think it can be demonstrated that the woman understood this in her rapidly 

developing awareness of where this conversation was going. 

 

[19] The woman said to him, “Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet. [20] Our fathers 

worshiped on this mountain, but you say that in Jerusalem is the place where people 

ought to worship.” [21] Jesus said to her, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when 

neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father. [22] You worship 

what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. [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. [24] 

God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.” [25] The 

woman said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming (he who is called Christ). When he 

comes, he will tell us all things." [26] Jesus said to her, “I who speak to you am he.” 

(John 4:19‒26) 

 

Most commentators say that at v. 20 the woman changes the topic in this exchange to speak of 

religious things to divert Jesus away from her private life—but if this marital imagery analysis is 

correct, the woman makes it clear that she had understood exactly what Jesus was saying. In her 

reply to him at v. 19, immediately after acknowledging Jesus’s supernatural knowledge of her 

private life (“Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet”), she goes directly to speak of that temple 

(her sixth ‘husband’—the sixth ‘god’): 

 

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

where people ought to worship.”  (John 4:20) 
 

Thus Jesus, the master evangelist, with the illustration from her private life, had brought her to 

the precise point he wanted—to show that now the promised Christ had come, as he explains in 

vv. 21‒26, the temples at Gerizim and Jerusalem are of no consequence, clearly implying the end 

of the Jew/Gentile division. Despite his reticence at the wedding in Cana, Jesus had revealed to 

this Samaritan woman that: “the hour … is now here when the true worshipers will worship the 

Father in spirit and truth” (v. 23).     

 

It is therefore suggested that in this conversation with Jesus the woman is serving as a symbol 

for lost Israel, just as had Hosea’s wife, Gomer, in a previous century. It seems that Jesus is 

offering the woman, and through her, the Samaritan people (divorced Israel), in this traditional 

                                                           
32 See: Pitre, Jesus the Bridegroom, 66–68; McWhirter, The Bridegroom Messiah, 69–72 
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Jewish setting for betrothals, redemption in a new marriage. The Roman Catholic scholar, Brant 

Pitre, comments:  

 

through this encounter with Jesus the non-Jewish peoples of the world begin to be 

betrothed—so to speak—to the one who is both Bridegroom Messiah and Savior of the 

world.33  

 

Verses 27‒29 of John 4 tell us:  

 

[27] Just then his disciples came back. They marvelled that he was talking with a woman, 

but no one said, “What do you seek?” or, “Why are you talking with her?" [28] So the 

woman left her water jar and went away into town and said to the people, [29] “Come, 

see a man who told me all that I ever did. Can this be the Christ?”  (John 4:27‒29) 

 

It seems that the woman had again realised the significance of what Jesus had said, and went to 

tell not her family, or her household, but “the people.” Who were “the people”? —they were the 

Samaritans. But tell them what? Her focus was not her personal salvation. She said, as NASB has 

it, “Come, see a man who told me all the things that I have done.” She was amazed at Jesus’s 

prophetic knowledge of her marital history, but I suggest even more than that, she was amazed 

by his declaration of the abolition of the Jew/Gentile division. Could it be that the gist of her 

message was: “Can this be the Christ? If so, can it be that he has come for us, even us, whom the 

Jews despise?”  

 

5.0 Conclusion 

We can see that this encounter recorded by John is fully in keeping with the Old Testament 

marital imagery where Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel all prophesy a better future for 

Israel, and such is often described as a remarriage. Hosea specifically tells us this future 

remarriage involves both divorced Israel (now the Samaritans) and Judah: 

 

Yet the number of the children of Israel shall be like the sand of the sea, which cannot be 

measured or numbered. And in the place where it was said to them, “You are not my 

people,” it shall be said to them, “Children of the living God.” And the children of Judah 

and the children of Israel shall be gathered together, and they shall appoint for 

themselves one head. And they shall go up from the land, for great shall be the day of 

Jezreel. (Hos 1:10‒11) 

 

 

 

                                                           
33 Pitre, Jesus the Bridegroom, 69 
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And we have this promise for the future in Isaiah 54:  

 

For your Maker is your husband, the LORD of hosts is his name; and the Holy One of 

Israel is your Redeemer, the God of the whole earth he is called. For the LORD has  

called you like a wife deserted and grieved in spirit, like a wife of youth when she is cast 

off, says your God. For a brief moment I deserted you, but with great compassion I will 

gather you. (Isa 54:5‒7) 

 

It was God who had married Israel, and God that had divorced her. And Isaiah tells us it is the 

same God, “the God of the whole earth,” who will come for Israel and be the reconciled 

husband. This promised restoration of ‘Israel’ is also the context of Isaiah 52 and it seems Jesus 

is drawing attention to that—and his own divinity, by alluding to Isaiah 52:6 in his reply to the 

woman in John 4:25 ̶26: 

 

Therefore my people shall know my name. Therefore in that day they shall know that it 

is I who speak; here I am. (Isa 52:6) 

 

The woman said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming (he who is called Christ). When 

he comes, he will tell us all things.” Jesus said to her, “I who speak to you am he.” (John 

4:25 ̶26)34 

 

The Christology of the marital imagery is clear. Jesus does not appear in John’s Gospel as a 

messenger. He does not say: “Go to God, he is ready to be reconciled to you in the long-

promised remarriage.” Instead Jesus says to the Samaritan woman, and to others in the Gospel 

narratives: “Come to me.” It logically follows that Jesus perceived himself to be God—and 

several German scholars have explored this implied Christology in the New Testament marital 

imagery.35 

 

This encounter with the Samaritan woman clearly implies that Jesus fully understood his own 

role in that imagery, and the significance of it. And as marital imagery is an integral part of all 

the Gospels, it is difficult to see how this Christology could be a later addition. Thus, this 

conversation with the woman from Samaria is an indication that Jesus had a self-perception of 

his own deity, and in relating this encounter in some detail, it seems clear that John had seen it 

also—and was telling his readers such in his account of that meeting.  

 

Colin Hamer (December 2018) 

                                                           
34 I would like to thank John L. Ronning for pointing out to me this possible allusion. 
35 Jörg Frey, Jan Rohls and Ruben Zimmermann, eds., Metaphorik Und Christologie, Theologische 

Bibliothek Tapelmann (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2003). Also: Michael Tait, Jesus, the Divine Bridegroom, in Mark 

2:18–22: Mark’s Christology Upgraded, Analecta Biblica 185 (Rome: Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 2012) 


