Worthwhile Worship #2
“In Spirit and In Truth”
John 4:19-24
Over the holidays my family played a trivia game together.  One of the categories was product slogans: the questioner provided the slogan and the answerer needed to come up with the matching product.  Let’s try this one: “It’s the real thing.”

Of course, the product is Coca-Cola.  For many years Coke was advertised as “the real thing,” silently implying that all other colas were merely imitations or poor knock-offs.  This contrast between “the real thing” as opposed to mere imitations has been used to market various products from diamonds to potato chips.

Unfortunately, cheap imitations abound in more important areas than potato chips and soft drinks.  In our present sermon series on the subject or worship, I want to focus our attention on what makes worship genuine. To do this, I want to address what worship is not, and then what worship is. Our text for this study comes from the fourth chapter of John’s gospel.
Jesus and His disciples are passing through Samaria at this time, and they stop in a town called Sychar.  Jesus is very tired at this juncture, and sits down by a well while the disciples go into town to buy food.  While Jesus is resting, a woman comes to draw water from the well.  These two enter into conversation, and we pick up their discussion in verse 19.
“Sir,” the woman said, “I can see that you are a prophet. Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem.”
Jesus declared, “Believe me, woman, a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is from the Jews. Yet 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 spir​it, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth.”
From this text we see three things that worship is not, and we will learn much about what worship is.
Worship Is Not Dependent Upon Externals, But Reality

The woman’s question to Jesus concerned the appropriate location for the worship of God.  The Jews believed that one could only truly worship God at the Temple in Jerusalem, while the Samaritans (who were partially Jewish in their lineage, but were looked down upon by the Jews because they were not purely Jewish) worshiped at their own temple on Mount Gerazim.  This woman wants to know which is correct.
Jesus replies, in essence, “Neither.”
He informs this woman that worship is not dependent upon externals, but upon the reality of our hearts.  God is not inter​ested in the place of worship, the posture of worship, or the program of worship.  This principle helps explain Genesis 4:2-5,
Now Abel kept flocks, and Cain worked the soil. In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offer​ing to the Lord. But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor.
Many have misunderstood the reason why God was displeased with Cain’s offering while He accepted Abel’s.  They will point to the fact that Abel offered an animal sacrifice while Cain offered food.  But the problem was not a matter of the external sacrifice, but of the internal spirit of the sacrifice.  Cain brought random portions of his labors while Abel brought the best of his efforts.  This was a reflection of the heart attitude of these two men.
This is not to say that the externals of worship are abso​lutely unimportant.  We gather together in a church building that we try to keep as attractive and presentable.  There are postures that enhance our worship, such as bowing our heads as we pray, standing (at times) as we sing, or lifting our hands as we praise God. But the externals are not what define worship; they simply display what is happening on the inside.  However, if these externals do not display the reality of our inward desires, then they are absolutely unimportant.  The Lord speaks to this subject in Amos 5:21-24,
“I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your assemblies. Even though you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them. Though you bring choice fellowship offerings, I will have no regard for them. Away with the noise of your songs! I will not listen to the music of your harps. But let jus​tice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!”
Unless the external actions are a demonstration of the internal attitudes and desires of the person, then even the good activities are rejected by God.  Worship is not dependent upon externals, but upon the reality of what is in our hearts and minds.
Worship Is Not Dependent Upon Effort, But Revelation

Secondly, Jesus pointed out to the Samaritan woman that worship is not dependent upon effort, but upon revelation.  He said in verse 23 that the Father seeks a certain kind of worshipers.  Christianity differs from all other religions in that God is reaching down to mankind, seeking the lost to be saved; where​as all other religions are man’s attempt to reach up to God, seeking His favor by their own efforts.
Many consider that thought and readily agree.  “Certainly,” they would say, “we can never, by our own efforts, be saved by God.”  But after we become Christians, do we then depend upon our own efforts to maintain our relationship with Him?
Once again, I am not suggesting that effort is unimportant. There is no room for shoddy sermons or poor performances.  Our services ought to be well-planned, well-structured, and well-executed.  But worship is not dependent upon our efforts, but rather upon the revelation of God in Christ and in His Word.  It is the Lord who puts forth the effort to reveal Himself to us.  Just as in the Garden of Eden, it was God who went out asking, “Adam, where are you?” and not Adam asking, “God, where are You?”
Jesus made an interesting statement to the Samaritan woman in verse 22:  “You Samaritans worship what you do not know, we worship what we do know.”  How could the Samaritans possibly worship something—Someone—they did not know?  In reality, they were not worshiping God at all, for you cannot worship a God you do not know.  This is why I say that worship is not dependent upon our efforts, but upon God’s revelation of Himself to us.  We may try all we want, but unless God reveals Himself, then there will be no worship.
God wants to be known, and God has revealed Himself.  We read in Hebrews 1:1-3,
In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son. . . , The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being ....
Through the Scriptures (called “the prophets”) and through Jesus Christ Himself, God has revealed Himself to mankind. But how well do we know God? How much to we want to know God? Can we say with Paul in Philippians 3:10,
For my determined purpose is that I may know Him—that I may progressively become more deeply and intimately acquainted with Him, perceiving and recognizing and understanding the wonders of His Person more strongly and more clearly [The Amplified Bible].
This desire to know God personally and intimately is the root of true worship.  Thankfully the Lord has revealed Himself so that we can know Him if we truly desire to do so.  Worship, then, is not based solely upon our effort, but upon the revela​tion of God by which we may know Him and be able to then worship Him.
Worship Is Not Dependent Upon Emotions, But Response

Finally, Jesus taught the Samaritan woman that worship is not dependent upon emotions, but response.  Many times people believe that worship is measured by the amount to which their feelings were stirred, or how they were “moved” by a message or by music.  While there is nothing wrong with being affected emotionally by the elements of a service, we must beware that our measurement of worship does not end with the feelings involved.
This is what Jesus meant by the phrase, “They that worship Him [God] must worship Him in spirit and in truth. “ There must be more involved that simply “feeling close to God.”  Eugene Peterson writes,
Feelings are great liars. If Christians only worshiped when they felt like it, there would be precious little worship that went on. Feelings are important in many areas, but completely unreliable in matters of faith. “The Bible wastes very little time on the way we feel.” Worship is an act which develops feelings for God, not a feeling for God which is expressed in an act of worship.

If worship is not dependent upon emotions, then what is it? As mentioned last week, the simplest definition of worship I have come across is this: “Worship is a personal response to a divine revelation.”
  God has revealed Himself through His Son and through His Word, and man​kind is called to respond.
But what does Jesus mean by worshiping “in spirit and in truth”?  To worship God “in spirit” is to first recognize the nature of God.  Jesus preceded the statement concerning worship with the words, “God is spirit.” God does not have a physical body as we have.  He is omnipresent--everywhere at once.  While God has feelings (such as anger, jealousy, or grief), He is not primarily an emotional being.  Instead, God is essentially spir​it.
Man is also essentially spiritual.  This is the meaning behind Genesis 1:26, when God said, “Let us make man in our image.” We bear the image of God in that we, too, are spiritual beings.  Because of this fact, we can encounter and respond to God.

While there are many attributes of spirit beings that can be noted, the most characteristic element of being spiritual is found in the will.  We are not purely instinctive creatures like the animal world, who respond only upon their instincts.  We have a volition that can choose between good and evil, right and wrong.  We can choose to act in a certain way because we want to, not simply because we must.
To worship “in spirit,” then, means to worship not simply physically or emotionally, but to worship willfully.  We bow in humble reverence before Almighty God, willing to do what He wants us to do.  As we get to know God more and more, we seek to obey God more and more.  This is the essence of worshiping “in spirit.”
Closely aligned to this thought is the idea of worshiping “in truth.”  As John writes in 1 John 3:18,  “Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth. “ So must our worship of God be with actions and in truth.  Simply put, if we leave the place of worship and our lives bear no evidence of being transformed into the likeness of Jesus Christ, then we have not worshiped!  Paul defines worship in Romans 12:1, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God--this is your spiritual act of worship.”  To “offer our bodies as living sacrifices” means to commit ourselves daily to live in a way that pleases God rather than simply pleasing ourselves or others around us.  Do we worship God in truth, or are we putting on a big charade to fool those around us?  Do we come to church and sing the songs, pray the prayers, give our tithes, listen to the sermon, and then walk away unchanged, unchallenged?  Then we have not worshiped! 

This is not to say that there is no place for an emotional response in our worship.  We must be careful not to become cold and dead in our worship.  As Chuck Swindoll notes,
A common complaint I hear over and over again is, “I just don’t get anything out of worship.” Often that statement is accompa​nied by another: “Our pastor is the best Bible teacher I have ever heard. When the man opens the Scriptures, I really learn. But our church has no sense of worship.” There almost appears to be a pattern: the churches that are strongest on the preach​ing of the Scriptures are often the weaker when it comes to worshiping and giving praise to the Lord…people say they feel like bystanders.

He adds, “The same ones who are in love with the truth are often afraid of the spirit.”
  He is correct; we should worship God with our entire beings—body, soul, and spirit—but in doing so, we must remember that worship is not dependent upon what we do physically or what we feel emotionally, but upon what we decide willfully to do concerning what we have learned from God in His word.  Are we worshiping “in spirit and in truth”?
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