 Building Blocks of Discipleship, overview 6 – ‘Worship in spirit and in truth’

John 4:4 – 26, 39 - 42 

A mum from our church told me about a conversation she overheard between her little girl and a couple of her friends while they were exploring our church building. When they came to the back stairway leading up to the baptistery one of the children asked, ‘What’s up there?’ The woman’s young child replied. ‘That’s where Jesus lives!’ A church building can be mysterious and wonderful place to a child who literally understands it to be the house where God dwells. But the following story from John’s gospel challenges us that our faith and worship need to grow and progress beyond this child-like understanding.  
The background to this story is that Jesus was returning home to the region of Galilee. On the way he had to pass through a Samaritan town (Samaritans were usually despised by the Jews as half-breeds and the black sheep of Israel). But while his disciples went into the town to buy food, Jesus waited beside a well for what turned out to be a divine appointment with a Samaritan woman. As the woman approached, Jesus asked her for some water; sparking a fairly dynamic discussion. But as the conversation went on, the woman began to perceive that Jesus was no ordinary man. Therefore, she decided to pursue with him a fundamental point of tension between their rival religions, 

“Sir, 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.” (John 4:19 – 20)

To the woman’s query, Jesus replied,

“Believe me, woman, a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem… the 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.” (4:21 – 24)

Before Jesus made this radical statement about the true nature of worship, most Jews would have believed that God should be worshipped at their temple in Jerusalem. Conversely, most Samaritans would have believed that they should go to Mount Gerizim to worship God. But Jesus explained that what God really wants is for his children to worship him, not in specific place, but in spirit and in truth. Because God’s son has come in the flesh to make God known to the whole world, believers no longer need to go to a set place in order to worship him. Instead, we should worship God wherever we are, and in whatever we do. This is exactly what this woman did in response to Jesus. Having seen God’s son face to face, she immediately ran back into town and told everyone the good news about the wonderful person she had just met. Through her testimony many more Samaritans also came to believe in Jesus.
Just like the Jews and the Samaritans of Jesus’ day, many Christians today still act as if worship is mostly about going into a church building on a set day to meet with God. On one hand, there is certainly nothing wrong with this practice; in fact, it’s a vital Christian ritual that we must never give up. However, this practice alone is far too limited to define ‘worship in spirit and in truth’. Because Jesus has sent the Holy Spirit to live in us, we ourselves are now God’s true and living temple. Therefore, true spiritual worship takes place as we recognise that God is always present with us and we strive to bring him glory in all we do. 
Parents know the kinds of things that our children can do to please us. We feel glad when they successfully complete a task that we’ve given them. They bring us joy when they say, ‘I love you’. They honour us by telling us the truth or saying ‘I’m sorry’. They make us proud when they show kindness or generosity to someone that others have ignored. In this respect, our Heavenly Father isn’t so different to earthly parents. It pleases him when we strive to love and honour him in all we do, every day. This is the kind of worship that our Heavenly Father seeks. 
