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PERSONAL 
EVANGELISM 
101
LESSONS 
FROM THE 
MASTER

As believers, we’re often surrounded by 
people who have no interest whatsoever 
in God or His Word. That indifference can 
be a significant barrier to our evangelistic 
efforts—how do we effectively bring the 
gospel to a world that DOESN’T WANT 
TO HEAR IT?

The fourth chapter of the gospel of John 
provides us with a potent example of 
effective personal evangelism from the 
life of Christ. Jesus’ conversation with the 
SAMARITAN WOMAN at the well gives 
us several valuable principles for 
approaching people with the gospel—
people with no inherent interest in it. 3



PERSONAL EVANGELISM 101

• JESUS would have failed personal evangelism class in almost every Bible 
college and seminary I know. (Matt. 19:16-22) describes a young man (rich 
young ruler) who looked like the hottest evangelistic prospect the Lord had 
encountered so far. He was ripe. He was eager. There was no way he would 
get away without receiving eternal life.

• BUT HE DID. Instead of getting him to make a decision, in a sense Jesus 
chased him off. He failed to draw the net. He failed to sign the young man up. 
Should we allow our ideas of evangelism to indict Jesus? I think we need to 
allow His example to critique contemporary evangelism. Christ's confrontation 
of this young man gives us much-needed insight into reaching the lost.
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4 THINGS WE SHOULD RECOGNIZE.

1. TURMOIL OF THE HEART.

• Though rich and a ruler while still a young man, he was undoubtedly in 
turmoil. All his religion and wealth had not given him confidence, peace, joy, 
or settled hope. There was a restlessness in his soul-an absence of assurance 
in his heart. He was coming on the basis of a deeply felt need. He knew what 
was missing: eternal life. His motivation in coming to Christ was faultless.

• His attitude was right as well. He wasn't haughty or presumptuous; he 
seemed to feel his need deeply. There are many people who know they don't 
have eternal life but don't feel any need for it. Not this young man. He was 
desperate. There's a sense of urgency in his question, "Teacher, what good 
thing shall I do that I might have eternal life?" He did not have a prologue; he 
didn't warm up; he just blurted it out. He even allowed such an outburst in 
public and risked losing face with all the people who thought he was a 
spiritual giant already.
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• A lot of people, in seeking to understand this passage, have taken the young 
man to task for the question he asked. They say his mistake was in asking 
"What good thing shall I do?" But he asked a fair question. It wasn't a 
calculated bid to trap Jesus into condoning self righteousness. It was a 
simple, honest question asked by one in search of truth: "What good thing 
shall I do that I may obtain eternal life?“

2. THE ISSUE OF SIN.

• But here's where the story takes an extraordinary turn. Jesus' answer to the 
young man seems preposterous: "If you wish to enter into life, keep the 
commandments" (V.17). Strictly speaking, Jesus' answer WAS CORRECT. If a 
person kept the law all his life and never violated a single part of it, he would 
have eternal life. But NO ONE can. Since he had come with the right motive to 
the right source, asking the right question, 
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• Because the young man was missing an important quality. He was utterly 
lacking a sense of HIS OWN SINFULNESS. His desire for salvation was based 
on a felt need. He had anxiety and frustration. He wanted joy, love, peace, 
and hope. But that is an incomplete reason for committing oneself to 
Christ.

• Our Lord didn't offer relief for the rich young ruler's felt need. Instead, he 
gave an answer devised to confront him with his SIN and his need of
FORGIVENESS. It was imperative that he perceive his sinfulness. People 
cannot come to Jesus Christ for salvation merely on the basis of 
psychological needs, anxieties, lack of peace, a sense of hopelessness, an 
absence of joy, or a yearning for happiness. Salvation is for people who 
hate their sin and want to turn away from it. It is for individuals who 
understand that they have lived in rebellion against a holy God and who 
want to live for His glory.
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• Jesus' answer took the FOCUS off the young man's felt need and put it 
back on God: "There is only One who is good." Then He held him against 
the divine standard so he would see how far short he fell: "If you wish to 
enter into life, keep the commandments." But the young man ignored and 
rejected the point. He was utterly unwilling to confess his own sinfulness.

• EVANGELISM must take the sinner and measure him against the perfect 
law of God so he can see his deficiency. A gospel that deals only with 
human needs, feelings, and problems is superficial and powerless to save 
since it focuses only on the symptoms rather than sin, the real issue. 

• That's why churches are filled with people whose lives are essentially no 
different after professing faith in Christ. Many of those people, I'm sad to 
say, are UNREGENERATE and GRIEVOUSLY MISLED.
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3. A CALL FOR REPENTANCE.

• The rich young ruler asked Jesus which commandments he should keep. The 
Lord responded by giving him the easy half of the Ten Commandments: "You 
shall not commit murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; 
You shall not bear false witness; Honor your father and mother." Then He 
adds, "You shall love your neighbor as yourself" (Matt. 19:18-19).

• Scripture says, "The young man said to Him, 'All these things I have kept; 
what am I still lacking?’” (V.20). That demonstrates his shallow perception of 
the law. It's possible that on the surface he did all those things, but God looks 
for an internal application. There was no way he could honestly say he had 
always kept that law. He could not have been telling the truth-he was either 
LYING or TOTALLY SELF-DELUDED.
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• And so, there was NO WAY the rich young ruler COULD BE SAVED. 
Salvation is not for people who simply want to avoid hell and gain heaven 
instead; it is sinners who recognize how unfit they are for heaven and 
come to God for FORGIVENESS. If you are not ashamed of your sin, you 
cannot receive salvation.

• At this point, (Mk. 10:21) says, "And looking at him, Jesus felt a love for 
him." That statement paints a pathetic picture. The young man was 
sincere. His spiritual quest was genuine. He was an honestly religious 
person. And Jesus loved him. However, the Lord Jesus does not take 
sinners on their own terms. As much as He loved the young man, He 
nevertheless did not grant him eternal life merely because HE REQUESTED 
IT.
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4. SUBMISSION TO CHRIST.

• Jesus lovingly tried to help the young man see another essential element of 
salvation: "Jesus said to Him, 'If you wish to be complete, go and sell your 
possessions and give to the poor, and you shall have treasure in heaven; and 
come, follow Me’ (V.21). Challenging him, Jesus was basically saying, "You say 
you love your neighbor as yourself. OK, give him everything you've got. If you 
really love him as much as you love yourself, that should be no problem."

• Jesus was simply testing whether he was willing to SUBMIT HIMSELF TO 
CHRIST. Scripture never records that He demanded anyone else sell 
everything and give it away. The Lord was exposing the man's true weakness-
the sin of covetousness, indulgence, and materialism. He was indifferent to 
the poor. He loved his possessions. So, THE LORD CHALLENGED THAT.
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• Verse 22 says, "When the young man heard this statement, he went 
away grieved; for he was one who owned much property." He wouldn't 
come to Jesus if it meant giving up his possessions. It's interesting that he 
went away grieved. He really did want eternal life; he just wasn't willing to 
pay the price of repenting of sin and submitting to Christ.

• The story has a tragic, heartbreaking ending. The rich young ruler came for 
eternal life but left without it. He thought he was rich but walked away 
from Jesus with nothing. Although salvation is a blessed gift from God, 
Christ will not give it to a man whose hands are filled with other things. A 
person who is not willing to turn from his sin, his possessions, his false 
religion, or his selfishness will find HE CANNOT TURN IN FAITH TO CHRIST.



IF YOU WERE JESUS IN THIS STORY
WWYD?

1. HOW WOULD YOU HAVE HANDLED THIS PROSPECT?

2. ARE YOU LISTENING TO DISCOVER THE TURMOIL?

3. DO YOU TREAT THE SYMPTOMS, OR DEAL WITH THE PROBLAM?

4. DO YOU SEEK A DECISION BEFORE A DECLARATION OF 
REPENTANCE?

5. WOULD YOU INCLUDE ANTHING BESIDES OBEDIANCE TO CHRIST 
ALONE?

6. ARE NUMBERS YOUR ONLY CONCERN?
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#1 TAKE THE INITIATIVE

• The first lesson we learn from Christ is that He took the initiative. He didn’t 
wait for the woman to ask Him about who He was or how she might receive 
eternal life. In fact, she didn’t even understand her own spiritual need when 
they began talking.

• Their interaction begins in (Jn. 4:6-9) with Christ resting alone outside the 
city of Sychar in Samaria.

• “So, Jesus, being wearied from His journey, was sitting thus by the well. It 
was about the sixth hour. 7, There came a woman of Samaria 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, Therefore the Samaritan woman said to Him, “How is 
it that You, being a Jew, ask me for a drink since I am a Samaritan woman?” 
(For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.”
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• While this story is familiar to most believers, our twenty-first century 
eyes and ears often MISS some of the shocking elements of that simple 
interaction. But her response to Jesus is a clear indication that this was 
not a normal or casual conversation.

1. JESUS BROKE THE GENDER ELEMENT.

• To begin with, it’s shocking that a JEWISH MAN WOULD STRIKE UP A 
CONVERSATION WITH A WOMAN He didn’t already know. Unrelated men 
and women did not openly mingle in the culture of New Testament 
Israel—and even relatives kept their interaction to a polite minimum. The 
standard for RABBIS and RELIGIOUS LEADERS was even stricter, with 
some of them going as far as averting or closing their eyes and never 
even LOOKING at a woman in public.
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• But it wasn’t just GENDER DIFFERENCE that stood between them—this 
woman was a SAMARITAN.

2. JESUS BROKE THE RACIAL ELEMENT. 

• Most Jews wouldn’t even walk-through Samaria much less talk to 
Samaritans. The ethnic animosity between the Jews and the Samaritans 
went back hundreds of years. You can read in 2 Kings 17 how the Assyrians 
invaded Samaria, took most of the Israelites into captivity, and repopulated 
the area with people from a variety of pagan nations. 

• So, the SAMARITANS were the descendants of the ISRAELITES who had 
intermingled with the PAGAN GENTILES, adopting their cultures and 
religions.

• That meant that in the eyes of the JEWS, Samaritans were worse than 
other Gentiles. In fact, just calling someone a Samaritan was one of their 
harshest epithets (cf. John 8:48). They had sacrificed their racial purity and 
corrupted their worship.
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• In a short parenthetical statement, John explains that Jews had no dealings 
with Samaritans (V. 9). Christ’s request for a drink was a shock to the woman 
because it shattered those ETHNIC BARRIERS.

3. JESUS BROKE THE SOCIETAL ELEMENT.

• There was another barrier that Jesus broke through to bring this woman 
the gospel, and it’s only hinted at in the passage above. (Jn. 4:6) says “it was 
about the sixth hour.” Since the Jewish day began at dawn, the sixth hour 
would mean this story starts sometime around noon—a highly unusual time 
to be drawing water from a well. Usually, the women would go in large 
groups to draw their water at dusk.

• So why was this woman alone? As we discover later in the story, she had 
several failed marriages in her past, and was currently living with a man she 
was not married to (Vv. 17-18). In short, she was the kind of woman other 
women did not associate with—AN OUTCAST WITHIN HER COMMUNITY.
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• Christ was already aware of her sin before He ever spoke to her, but it 
wouldn’t be a hindrance to Him. Just as He broke through the GENDER and 
RACIAL barriers, He didn’t allow the woman’s SINFUL LIFESTYLE to inhibit 
His ministry to her.

• It can be difficult to have that attitude in a society that celebrates sin the 
way ours does. In fact, it’s easy to resent outspoken sinners for their 
immorality, and especially for their advocacy of immorality in others. But 
they are not the enemy; they’re the MISSION field. We can’t be like 
JONAH, who tried to withhold salvation from the sinful people of Nineveh. 
We can’t keep our distance—it’s our responsibility to pursue them for their 
sakes and the sake of the gospel.

• We must imitate Christ, who overcame His lack of a natural, obvious 
connection to this outcast Samaritan woman, aggressively invading her day 
to bring eternal truth to bear on her life.
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• We don’t often think about evangelism in terms of AGGRESSION, but we 
should. We can’t sit back and wait for evangelistic opportunities to fall into 
our laps. We need to take the INITIATIVE by aggressively looking for ways 
to bring the life-transforming truth of Scripture to bear in conversations, 
relationships, and every other circumstance. 

• DON’T LOOK FOR PERIODIC OPPORTUNITIES FOR EVANGELISM IN THE 
COURSE OF YOUR LIFE—YOUR LIFE IS YOUR EVANGELISTIC 
OPPORTUNITY.

• One last thing: Christ had every traditional and religious advantage on this 
woman. He wasn’t a woman, He wasn’t a Samaritan, and He wasn’t an 
adulterous outcast. But in spite of His societal superiority, He puts Himself 
into her debt by asking for a drink. It’s a beautiful condescension, as He 
breaks traditional and ethnic etiquette to engage this woman in a 
conversation that will transform her life.



• In many ways, the story of JESUS and the SAMARITAN WOMAN is the 
opposite of His interaction with NICODEMUS in John 3. Nicodemus was 
an elite religious leader, and he had seen Christ’s miracles and heard His 
teaching. His pursuit of the truth led him to Christ, and ultimately to 
saving faith.

• The Samaritan woman had no such interest in Christ—she didn’t know 
who He was or what He taught. She was spiritually ignorant and 
indifferent. For all we know, her spiritual need was the furthest thing from 
her mind.

• And yet Christ took the initiative and intervened. It wasn’t merely a 
casual encounter—it was a divine appointment, and He was going to 
make the most of it. We need to cultivate the same attitude in our own 
lives, and aggressively create opportunities to preach God’s truth to the 
people around us.
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#1 TAKE THE INITIATIVE!

#2 OFFER GOD’S MERCY!

• Too many modern evangelistic methods offer the wrong thing. The point of 
the gospel is not to bring contentment, purpose, or a sense of completeness 
to your life. It’s not about unlocking God’s plan for your happiness or 
fulfillment. Those are often by-products of saving faith, but none of them is 
the primary focus of the gospel. CHRIST DIDN’T DIE FOR THE SAKE OF OUR 
EMOTIONAL STABILITY.

• HE DIED TO RESCUE SINNERS FROM ETERNAL SEPARATION FROM HIM—to 
be our substitute and pay a debt we could not pay. The offer of the gospel is 
that atonement is available through the MERCY and GRACE of God, and that 
He has made a way for us to enjoy eternity with Him.
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• That was the offer Christ made to the SAMARITAN WOMAN at the well 
in the fourth chapter of John’s gospel. In verse 10 He exposed her spiritual 
need, encouraging her to ask Him for the “living water” only He could 
provide. Her incredulous response indicates she didn’t fully understand 
what He was saying.

• She said to Him in (Jn. 4:11-12), “Sir, You have nothing to draw with and 
the well is deep; where then do You get that living water? You are not 
greater than our father Jacob, are You, who gave us the well, and drank 
of it himself and his sons and his cattle?”

• There is a scornful sarcasm in her words. She’s mocking the idea that 
Jesus could get anything at all from the well without a bucket, or that 
what He could supply would be any better than what came from the well 
their ancestor JACOB had dug.
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• BUT CHRIST IS NOT DISSUADED BY HER SCORN.

• Jesus answered and said to her in Vv. 13-14, “Everyone who drinks of this 
water will thirst again; but whoever drinks of the water that I will give him 
shall never thirst; but the water that I will give him will become in him a 
well of water springing up to eternal life.”

• It’s here that the analogy of water comes to its point. Christ isn’t 
concerned with satisfying her temporary thirst. He’s got far greater things in 
mind. He’s talking about an endless supply of riches and blessing—eternal 
satisfaction that she can’t imagine. It’s a permanent, consistent, everlasting 
blessing, and all she needs to do is ASK.

• IT’S THAT OFFER OF UNEARNED GRACE AND UNBELIEVABLE MERCY that is 
unique to the gospel. Every other religion prescribes a method 
for EARNING FORGIVENESS AND FAVOR. But salvation is NOT OUR 
ACHIEVEMENT, and the gospel is not a DO-IT-YOURSELF PLAN. 
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• GOOD BEHAVIOR, CEREMONIES, AND RITUALS CANNOT BUY a right 
relationship with God. NOTHING WE DO can merit the eternal blessings 
Christ offers. Rather, EVERY SINNER MUST BE BORN AGAIN—and that too 
is something WE do not bring about, as Jesus made clear to NICODEMUS
just one chapter earlier.

• Instead, Christ says we simply must ASK for the MERCY He supplies 
Notice (Rom. 10:13) “for “WHOEVER WILL CALL ON THE NAME OF THE 
LORD WILL BE SAVED.”

• Like the publican in (Luke 18:13), “But the tax collector, standing some 
distance away, was even unwilling to lift up his eyes to heaven, but was 
beating his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, the sinner!’” All we 
can do is CRY OUT in repentant faith, trusting Him to supply what we 
DESPERATELY need.
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• The inability of the sinner to 
accomplish his own salvation 
contradicts the self-sufficient 
attitude of our society. People are 
prone to want to play an active role 
in their salvation, often because they 
want the credit for the achievement.

• That’s why it’s vital to understand 
that salvation is the work of God 
alone. Tragically, many people spend 
far too long trying to work out their 
own salvation, frustrated with their 
inability to manufacture spiritual 
growth on their own. For their sake, 
we need to be loud and clear that 
God hasn’t given us a to-do list, but 
that He bids us to come and humbly 
ask Him to do what we cannot do 
for ourselves.
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• It’s hard to gauge the attitude behind the Samaritan woman’s 
response in verse 15: “The woman said to Him, ‘Sir, give me this 
water, so I will not be thirsty nor come all the way here to draw.’” 
She might not understand His offer. She might still be mocking the 
idea that He had anything to offer her at all. Or perhaps she is asking 
to receive the blessings He’s describing, even if she’s still not sure 
what they are. What is clear from the verses that follow is that the 
Holy Spirit was already at work in her heart, bringing her closer to 
the point of REPENTANCE and FAITH. 
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#1 TAKE THE INITIATIVE! #2 OFFER GOD’S MERCY!

#3 IDENTIFY SPIRITUAL NEEDS. JN. 4:9-10

• It would be wonderful if unsaved people eagerly came to you with their 
questions about salvation and eternal life, but that’s not likely to happen very 
often, if ever.

• Instead, you will need to initiate the majority of the evangelistic opportunities 
in your life. You’ll need to look for ways to steer conversations with spiritually 
uninformed and indifferent people back to God’s eternal truth. You have to give 
them a reason to listen and care about what you’re saying.

• We’re looking at a powerful example of that in a familiar story from the life of 
Christ. The fourth chapter of John describes Jesus’ interaction with the 
SAMARITAN WOMAN at the well. We already saw how He took the initiative in 
starting the conversation, in spite of all the traditional and religious barriers that 
stood between them. The simple act of asking the woman for a drink was 
shocking in that culture, and in just a few short words Jesus had her full 
attention.
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• But as we’ll see today, it wasn’t enough just to get the conversation 
going—Christ immediately steers their discussion to her SPIRITUAL NEEDS.

• The Samaritan woman was already reeling from His shocking request for a 
drink. John recounts her incredulity at the situation:

• Therefore, the Samaritan woman said to Him, “How is it that You, being a 
Jew, ask me for a drink since I am a Samaritan woman?” (For Jews have no 
dealings with Samaritans.) 10, Jesus answered and said to her, “If you 
knew the gift of God, and who it is who says to you, ‘Give Me a drink,’ you 
would have asked Him, and He would have given you living water.” (John 
4:9-10)

• Christ’s request for a drink caught the woman off guard, but it also created 
a point of contact between them. Everyone can relate to physical thirst and 
the need for water. Jesus simply used those basic human experiences to 
kick start a discussion about her spiritual need.
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• And to illustrate her desperate need, He uses a familiar but potent 
analogy: “water.” Not only was it the point of contact for their interaction, 
but it was also an apt illustration of her spiritual need—one with Old 
Testament foundations. (Jer. 17:13) describes how Israel had “forsaken the 
fountain of living water, even the Lord.” Speaking about the lovingkindness 
of the Lord in (Psa. 36:9), David says, “For with you is the fountain of 
life.” (Isa. 12:3) talks about the redeemed “joyously draw[ing] water from 
the springs of salvation.”

• The conversation with the Samaritan woman wasn’t the only time Christ 
referred to Himself as the source of living water. In (Jn. 6:35) He says, “I am 
the bread of life; he who comes to Me will not hunger, and he who 
believes in Me will never thirst.” Just a chapter later in (Jn. 7:37), Jesus told 
the crowd in Jerusalem, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to Me and 
drink.”
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• Water is precious and vital for life, and in the world of the New Testament it 
was not easy to come by. But Christ wasn’t offering to quench anyone’s 
physical thirst. He had their spiritual needs in mind, and the analogy of water 
made it clear how strong those needs were.

• That’s really the essence of evangelism. You locate a common point of 
reference or interest and begin a conversation, anticipating how you can 
direct that conversation toward eternal matters. Regardless of the topic or 
the venue, even the most casual conversations can have an eternal purpose. 
It’s our job to keep watch for opportunities to inject God’s truth into 
everyday discussions, just as Christ did with the Samaritan woman.

• In this case, Christ took the initiative to start a conversation, then 
immediately turned the tables on the woman, identifying her as the one in 
need of the kind of water only He could supply. He’s addressing a need she’s 
unaware she has and making a divine offer of unsolicited mercy to fulfill that 
need.
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#1 TAKE THE INITIATIVE! #2 OFFER GOD’S MERCY! #3 IDENTIFY SPIRITUAL NEEDS. 

#4 CONFRONT SIN JN. 4:16-18

• One of the main problems with weak evangelistic methods is the risk of 
leading people to FALSE CONVERSIONS. Many sinners are thrilled to learn that 
“God has a wonderful plan” for their lives and are eager to tap into all the 
blessings that entails. It stands to reason if you evangelize solely on the basis 
of God’s gifts, everybody will sign up.

• But there is a significant difference between simply wanting the benefits of 
believing in Christ and actually turning to Him for salvation in biblical faith 
and repentance. FALSE ASSURANCE of faith is a deadly spiritual danger.
CONFIDENCE in a shallow belief actually hardens a person to the truth of 
God’s Word. We have a responsibility to lost men and women to preach the 
gospel thoroughly and accurately, and to steer them away from empty 
professions of faith and shallow biblical understanding.
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• Often the KEY to breaking through the fog of false faith is CONFRONTING 
SIN. Until a person understands the depth and weight of his sin, he can’t
fully appreciate his need for a Savior. In fact, it’s usually not until a person 
learns to see his sin the way God sees it that he is able to truly repent and 
believe.

• That was the case for the SAMARITAN WOMAN at the well in John 4. In 
verse 15, she seems ready to receive the benefits of the living water Jesus 
mercifully offered her. But Christ knew the true state of her heart and the sin 
she harbored. He graciously yet directly exposed her sin with a simple, 
abrupt command:

• He said to her, “Go, call your husband and come here.” 17, The woman 
answered and said, “I have no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You have 
correctly said, ‘I have no husband’; 18, for you have had five husbands, and 
the one whom you now have is not your husband; this you have said truly.” 
(John 4:16-18)
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• Samaritans practiced a distorted, corrupted version of Judaism. But they 
did accept the PENTATEUCH, so this woman would have been aware of 
God’s commandment against adultery (Ex. 20:14) and that the penalty for 
adulterers was DEATH. Moreover, she would have inherently known she 
was living a sinful lifestyle (Rom. 2:14-15). And as we’ve previously 
discussed, her pattern of immorality had made her an outcast within her 
own community.

• But it’s not until she sees her sin in relation to the merciful blessings of 
God that she begins to understand its full weight. And it’s here that the 
nature and content of their conversation radically shifts. There’s no more 
talk of mercy, satisfaction, and blessing. This initially indifferent, ignorant, 
careless sinner has had her wretched immorality laid bare, and she must 
be brought to conviction and repentance over her condition before she 
can enjoy the living water Christ has offered.
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• It’s wonderful to present to the sinner all the glories of the gospel—all 
the soul-satisfying blessings of an eternity in the intimate presence of 
God. But it’s not enough to stop there. If all you do is spill out the 
tremendous benefits of knowing God and then ask for a response, you’re 
likely to lead him to a false conversion, deceiving him about the true 
nature of his heart.

• IT’S CRITICAL TO BRING THE SINNER FACE TO FACE WITH THE GUILT OF 
HIS SIN—to lead him to measure himself against the holy law of God and 
feel the weight of divine judgment on his corrupt life. HOW ELSE WILL HE 
EVER COME TO TRUE REPENTANCE AND FAITH?
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