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"Worship in Spirit and Truth!"  John 4:19-24

Gordon Dahl said, “Most Americans tend to worship their work, work at their play, and play at their worship.”  Instead let us continue today to learn to worship in ways that honor God, elevate us into His presence, mature us, and bring us great joy.  This message today centers on the encounter between the Samaritan woman and Jesus in John 4 which ranks as one of the greatest in the Bible.  We can learn so much from this short dialogue.  There are at least 3 major truths for us here.
First, Jesus consistently breaks down all the barriers that separate us from God.  We expect Jesus to speak to rich, important, religious leaders like Nicodemus as He did in John 3.  We don't expect Jesus to speak to someone like this Samaritan woman.  Inspecting her life, we discover she was a foreigner of a despised, conflicting racial-ethnic-religious tribe to the Jews, a woman to whom a Jewish rabbi would never speak, a failure with 5 broken marriages, an immoral person who lived with a man who was not her husband, and an outcast even to her own village as she came to draw water alone from the well in the heat of the day instead of with the other women in the morning or evening.  We don't expect Jesus to spend time with this Samaritan, immoral, failure, outcast woman.  Yet the surprise of the Gospel is the grace of God found in Jesus.  He speaks to her with care, and brings her to believe in Him.  We watch Jesus remove the many barriers that kept this woman from God the Father, even while we realize how He also removes the barriers that keep us from the Father in His amazing grace.
Second, we learn in this encounter a model of how to evangelize.  Jesus does not wait for the woman to come to Him.  Jesus could have bypassed the Samaritan region as most Jews did.  Instead He traveled among the Samaritan people and encountered this woman on her own ground.  Jesus engaged her in respectful conversation.  He went beyond small talk and directed her into deeper conversation.  Jesus wetted her curiosity about who He was in hints of the living water.  Jesus spoke directly about this woman's everyday life.  Jesus developed a relationship of trust and honesty with her.  He engaged her with truth to the point, not shying away from difficult questions or concerns.  Jesus did these things in a short encounter.  Over a longer time, we can follow Jesus' example with our friends, family and neighbors; learning to go beyond small talk and get to know them with compassion and integrity to reveal to them the Christ who treats us to living water.
Today, we look at a third lesson from this encounter with Jesus about how to worship.  The Samaritan woman learns from Jesus that God the Father seeks true worshipers who worship Him in spirit and truth.  What does that mean for us today as we seek to worship God the Father?  Listen to this portion of the dialogue between the Samaritan woman and Jesus.  John 4:19-20 (NIV)  "Sir," the woman said, "I can see that you are a prophet.  20Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem."
A major reason Jews and Samaritans despised each other involved their religious beliefs and practices.  The Christian Bible includes the New and Old Testaments.  The Jewish Bible includes only the Old Testament books.  The Samaritan Bible included only the first books of the Bible, the five books of Moses called the Pentateuch.  The Samaritans rejected the Jewish history of the judges, prophets, and kings.  Knowing this, we grasp the significance of this encounter between Jesus and the Samaritan woman because it took place at the well of Jacob, one of the patriarch fathers.  We discover the greatest difference in worship practice between Jews and Samaritans actually involved place more than belief, where worship happens rather than how it happens.  They had a rivalry between two mountains.  The woman highlights this conflict when she told Jesus, Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem.  Jews revered Mt. Zion in Jerusalem as the chosen place to worship God.  There Abraham had been willing to sacrifice Isaac.  There Abraham gave a tithe to Melchizedek.  There David bought Araunah the Jebusite's threshing floor as the place for God's Holy Temple.  There on Mt. Zion, King Solomon built that temple and the Lord filled it with glory.  The Samaritans countered the claims of Mt. Zion with their claims for Mt. Gerazim.  They taught that Abraham had set up his altar there, not on Mt. Zion, though they had no evidence for this claim.  They declared that Moses, upon entering the promised land, erected the first altar to God on Mt. Gerazim, although that actually happened on Mt. Ebal as recorded in Deuteronomy 27:4.
Jesus could have lectured the woman on her misunderstanding of these facts.  He could have lectured her about the respective merits of the case, but that would have missed the woman's real concern.  Most of the time people want to know practical truth, not argumentative facts.  Occasionally you will get someone who likes to spout out details of some obscure dialogue; someone who can tell you how many angels can dance on the head of a pin.  But most people want to know the facts they can live on.  The woman needed to hear the truth about how to worship God.  Jesus gave her the reality about worship.  21Jesus declared, "Believe me, woman, a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem.  22You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is from the Jews.  23Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks.  24God is spirit, and His worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth."
Let's take this great statement about worship apart.  First, Jesus tells her and us that true worship is not limited to a specific place; not in the mountains, not at the beach, not St. Peter's in Rome; not in Jerusalem, or any other place.  We cannot limit God to one place.  Yes, for a while during the Old Testament times God chose to be worshiped in Jerusalem.  At other times He chose to be worshiped at Salem, Mt. Sinai, in a fiery furnace of Babylon, by the shores of Galilee, on the road to Damascus, in a prison in Philippi, and many more places as recorded in the Bible.  Each was a place of worship only because in each place men and women met the Lord.  Many say they can worship God better out in nature than in a church.  I tell them that is great if they truly worship God there not just His creation; but God is not only worshiped in nature.  It is just as preposterous for us to insist that worship can only take place at Church of the Valley.  We cannot limit God to beaches and trees, or to walls, halls and sanctuaries.  We worship in two different buildings here at COV.  Is worship any better in one place over the other, in our Sanctuary or in Hansen Hall or in the mountains?  No, worship is not determined by place, but by coming into the presence of Jesus Christ.  Jesus told the woman it is not important where you worship.  It is important Who we worship and how we worship Him, not where we worship.
Wherever and whenever we meet Jesus to honor and thank Him is a place of worship.  Worship is not limited to this place alone or to Sunday morning alone.  We can worship in our homes, at our jobs, in our schools or in our parks.  Brother Lawrence became famous because he used every opportunity to glorify God.  He decided that if he was washing dishes, he would wash them for God.  If he was cooking for the other brothers of his monastery or doing his cleaning chores, he would cook and clean to the glory of God.  Craftsmen, artists and musicians can dedicate their skills and talents to the glory of God.  They work hard to honor the Lord in everything they do.  I know nurses, therapists and doctors who use their healing professions to honor the Lord who is the Great Physician.  Teachers and nursery workers dedicate themselves to the Lord to care for children as their Heavenly Father loves children.  Husbands can love their wives as the Lord loves His bride the Church.  This is our daily worship.  1 Corinthians 10:31 tells us “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”  Worship is to honor the Lord, to give Him reverence, to love and respect Him with our words and our works.  Worship happens daily, not just on Sundays, not just in church and not just with singing.  Wherever and whenever we meet Jesus can become a place of worship.
Second, Jesus tells the Samaritan woman that worship happens in truth.  Jesus said to her, "You Samaritans worship what you do not know"  Samaritan worship was not founded on love and knowledge, but on ignorance and fear.  They chose to read only the parts of the Bible they wanted to believe.  Their worship was a blend of the Bible and the cultures they came from.
William Barclay lists three faults of false worship.  1) A false worship is selective worship.  It chooses what it wishes to know about God and omits the rest.  True worship accepts all of God, not rejecting the truths of God we don't understand or don't like.  While we don't understand why God would allow a loved one to die, we trust God works all things for our good.  While we desire God to speed up renewal of our community, we keep trying to witness and share Christ with our neighbors.  When we get into difficulty, setback or suffering, we keep worshiping God, not running away to flee from the only One who is our Savior.  When we disagree with God, we give Him the benefit of our doubts as He knows better than we do from His infinite perspective what is right for us.  When the Lord tells us to do something hard for us, we try to do it because He only asks us to do what is best for us.  False worship is selective in what we will believe and obey, while true worship embraces all of God in all His mystery and greatness He reveals to us.
2)  A false worship is an ignorant worship.  Worship ought to approach God with our whole person; feeling, intellect, and will, not just part of us.  Worship of God does not involve ‘blind’ faith.  Blind faith is wishful thinking.  I cannot understand how Mormons accept their religious history.  There is no evidence for a lost tribe of Judah coming to America.  Christ-centered belief is rooted in historical fact.  Many archeological, historical, literary, scientific finds confirm the truths of Biblical history.  Real faith bases its worship on the proven claims and promises of God written in Human history.  The One who said He is the Resurrection and the Life, rose from the dead.  Although many have tried to disprove Jesus’ resurrection, none have succeeded.  Jesus lived as God’s Son, died as our Savior, rose as our Victor, and lives with us today transforming our daily lives as our Lord.  False worship is ignorant, while true worship is evident based on fact and experience.
3) A false worship is a superstitious worship.  People won't walk under ladders, or feel dread when a black cat crosses their path.  Many people worship God in fear because they feel God is out to get them.  Many feel that most disease and failure are personal punishments from God because they have sinned.  Too much religion is a kind of superstitious ritual to avert the wrath of unpredictable gods.  Christ does not ask for superstitious ritual but for real worship in truth.  Jesus directed the Samaritan woman to true worship.  As Jesus came before her, the time of true worship had also come before her.  "Believe me, woman, a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks.  God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth."  Jesus presence with her is truth of God with her, just as Jesus among us today is truth of God with us.  Jesus is the “with us” God, the literal meaning of Emmanuel.  
Jesus is the Truth, who reveals all of who God is to us and all of God’s truth for life for us.  Truth is found in the person of Jesus.  When we worship Jesus, we worship the truth: truth for life both today and for eternity.  We are to worship in the truth using our minds and being practical about life.  However, faith is not just an intellectual mind game.  Having a knowledge of God is not enough.  The Lord created us to become like Jesus.  He gives us knowledge to be wise; truth to be mature in life.  If we don’t apply the truth we know about Jesus, we cannot become children of God.  So we worship in truth to draw closer in relationship daily to Jesus the Truth.
Jesus also tells this woman we are to worship in spirit.  What does Jesus mean when He says we must worship in spirit?  True worship is not a place or time.  Jesus told the woman that God is Spirit.  The nature of God is Spirit.  If God is Spirit, God is not confined to things or places.  Idol worship is irrelevant, an insult to the infinite Creator.  As God is Spirit, our gifts to God must therefore be gifts of the spirit.  Animal sacrifices and human-made things are of little value to God.  The only gifts that befit the nature of God are the gifts of our spirit - love, loyalty, obedience, devotion; the sacrifices of our time, our talents, our loves, and our desires to serve God.  That is why God loves the cheerful giver.  No one can buy God off with material or monetary offerings.  God wants gifts that represent the heart.  The two coins of the widow given in sacrifice mean more to the Lord than the big bills of the prosperous given out of their petty cash.  As God is Spirit, we must worship Him in spirit.
Did you know God created us as amphibious creatures?  Amphibious literally means ‘living a double life.’  Amphibious creatures exist in two worlds usually on land and in the water.  We exist in both the spiritual and the physical.  Animals only have flesh and bone.  God is spirit alone as are His heavenly creatures.  We are the only creatures who exist as both body and spirit.  We live physically in the flesh world, while we relate to God and each other in spirit.  (That is why sex without loving commitment reduces our humanity to base, animal behavior.)  Spirit is central to personal relationships.  We speak about a unity of spirit implying a deep communication, a depth of genuine connection and emotion.  As much as we want to ignore it, life is much more than just intellectual response and far more than just physical existence.  If we ignore our spirit, we ignore a large portion of who we are as created by the Lord.  With our flesh we live in this spacial, time world where we eat, drink, bathe, walk and breathe.  With our spirit we relate to each other.  Intimate relationship involves communication on a spiritual level which creates unity.  Think of the parent - child relation.  No matter what a child looks like, a parent loves that child, because a parent loves the spirit of that child.  With our spirit, we relate to God and He relates to us.  Did you know that there is a spiritual hunger in our world today?  Many who won’t call themselves religious, do call themselves spiritual.  Why?  Because they want to connect to God.  We want to seek and know God.  But we have a problem.  When we disobey God as humans, we cut off that spiritual dimension to our lives, because we sever the communication line of our spirit with His Spirit.  That is why Jesus had to come to us as God in the flesh of human form.  He had to reestablish our human connection with God.  He had to rejoin our human body with our spirit nature and with our Spirit God.  Now that we are reconnected in Jesus to God, we can be spiritual again.  We can live in the timeless, infinite world of God today and forever, even while we remain in the physical world.  We relate to God in Spirit and in truth.
This is why worship must include all of our being; mental and physical, emotional and spiritual.  Yes, as we noted, worship needs to be intellectual, rooted in truth.  God has not denied us an intellectual faith that can be reasoned and explained.  God is found and worshiped in truth.  Our worship is not to be phony, hyped up, psyched up, or false, but real, meaningful, fact-filled, put your hands on type of worship that has applicability in our daily situations.  However, we must also worship from our spirit with emotion and passion for God.  We are to love God with all our being; heart, mind, body and soul.  Our particular cultural bias is toward reserved worship with little emotion and a lot of intellect.  More emotion on our part might wake us up more in worship.  Our real emotion arises from the real presence of Jesus Christ among us as our Lord and Savior.  Who does not feel a swelling of emotion when we also know the truth of Jesus' love for us?  We should enjoy true worship that the Bible describes which involves all of our body, mind and spirit.  The Bible tells us to lift up our hands to worship.  Lifting up hands opens our body and thus our heart and mind to be open to God.  Try it!  The Bible tells us that there are times when we worship on our knees and even lay down flat on the ground.  These body postures get our minds and hearts into a state of worship.  We are psychosomatic people of body and mind, not just mind alone.  Our bodies relate with emotions and thoughts.  We rise up when we get excited.  We pump our fists to punch the air.  We shrink back when we are fearful.  We dance with joy.  We sob in sorrow.  We hug those we love.  We limit our worship far too much when we think we should just sit passively.  In worship there is a time to dance, a time to sing, a time to weep, a time to rise up and a time to sit down and certainly a time to hug God in love.  We engage all of ourselves in worship with an integrity from the inside to the outside.
Jesus tells us to worship in spirit and truth.  Our worship should speak to all sides of our being: relational, spiritual, emotional and intellectual.  Not just philosophical, but real, and practical, reasoned and deeply relational.  That is another reason why the Word became flesh.  Reason and love united in the way we know both in Jesus.  We meet God in deep relationships of our spirits finding His Spirit.  Our act of worship is a sacrifice of ourselves in spirit to God.  God wants that too.  Jesus wants to meet us in deep, intimate relationships of spirit and truth, just as He met this woman.  This verse might slip by you, but note that Jesus said “true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks.”  In this one verse are all three members of the one true Trinity God: God the Father, God the Son is the Truth, and God the Holy Spirit is the Spirit.  God the Father actively seeks true worshipers who will meet Him in spirit and truth.  Are you a true worshiper that God seeks?  Will you worship God by loving Him with all your heart, mind and strength?  Will you worship Him in spirit and truth?
