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September 21, 2008

“To Worship in Spirit and Truth”

John 4:21-24

FCF:  Hindrances to worship in a way that is pleasing to God

PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because God desires worship “in spirit and truth,”
(magnet) we must pursue that, recognizing the obstacles we face.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

How does one select that perfect gift?  Many a story has been told of the bone-headed choices made by husbands for their wives – choices rushed and poorly thought out.  Exercise equipment for a birthday.  Cooking ware for Valentine’s.  An appliance for an anniversary.  Besides the fact we men are from Mars, why does this happen?  From not asking the right questions.  Not listening to the answers.  And focusing on oneself.

Such are the hindrances to giving gifts that are pleasing to others.  And such are the same to offering worship that is pleasing to God.  Understand that I’m speaking of hindrances to worship beyond the incidental distractions – door latches, candy wrappers, cell phones, vocal children, snoring neighbors.  Simple patience and forbearance should take care of that.  I’m speaking of something deeper, seemingly intractable, a stain we just can’t seem to get out – our struggle with truly worshipping the one, true, living God.
SCRIPTURE READING:  John 4:1-26
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

There is a growing cry for “authenticity” among evangelicals in our time – particularly from those of a younger demographic.  It’s expressed as a desire for honesty, transparency, transcendence, mystery, unity, and community.  Much is being written and discussed on this – a growing cry for “authenticity.”  And you know what’s really great about it?  God has been seeking that with us long before we ever knew we needed it.

This is our third week in this text.  Two weeks ago we looked at how our seemingly insatiable spiritual thirst can be quenched only by the living water Jesus offers.  Last week we looked at the dialogue between Jesus and this Samaritan woman and its bearing on how we share our faith with others.  This week, we’re looking at worship.  

She’s asked for this water but to give it to her, Jesus had to show her how thirsty she was.  And so He gets personal.  She then diverts the conversation into a theological debate.  Now, it’s hard to say if she’s putting up a wall at this point or if she’s genuinely interested in this issue.  Either way, she’s clearly not dealing with the real issue at hand.  Jesus nonetheless tacks the sail and addresses it.  And so, in this most unlikely of settings, He gives some of the most profound teaching on the topic of worship.  What is God looking for?  A vital question.  We need to listen in because her issues are ours as well.

What God is looking for is worship “in spirit and truth.”  Not “in spirit and in truth” – as though it were two different things separated out.  This is where some translations and commentators get tripped up.  True worshippers are said to “worship the Father in spirit and truth.”  Meaning – when we look at how John uses such similar phrasing elsewhere – “in spirit, that is to say, in reality,” in the inner self, with our mind, emotions, and will engaged.  This is a real, true, living, full-orbed worship God wants.

Now, with that in mind, we need to ask a question.  What are the hindrances to such worship?  What trips up, gets in the way of, such real, genuine worship – whether in a corporate, a family, or private setting?  What are the hindrances, what are the obstacles?  And how can they be overcome?  The question is worth asking for if God desires worship “in spirit and truth,” we need to pursue it, recognizing the obstacles we then face.
I. FLAWED PRACTICES
From John 4, the first obstacle we see are flawed practices – simply a focus on the wrong things.  We see that in the fixation on “this mountain” – the place.  It’s a focus on only the “where” of worship, on only the forms with little thought to the content.
A) The Place for Forms

Now certainly, there is a place for forms in worship.
1. Their use
They serve as something of a thermometer, expressing what is there.  And, not just as a thermometer, but also then as a thermostat – shaping what is there as well.

2. Their source
Just think of what we see in the Scriptures, the forms given by God for His glory and the good of His people.  In the Old Testament, we see the tabernacle, the Temple, ceremonies, celebrations, sacrifices, psalms.  In the New Testament we see the Lord’s Supper, baptism, special greetings, hymn singing, etc.  There is a place for forms.
B) The Abuse of Forms

But good and necessary as they are, those forms can be abused as well.  How?
1. Losing sight of what they’re for
When we lose sight of what they’re for – to shape our worship and to help us in the expression of our worship in a way pleasing to the One we’ve come to worship.
2. Emptying them of all their meaning

Losing sight of what they’re for and then emptying them of all their meaning – going through the motions, good things performed in a rote, robotic manner.
And considering the relational aspects here, that can’t be at all what God wants.
Illustration:

No more so than when a parent goes to embrace their child and finds them stiff as a tree, willing towards the hug in body alone.  You long for the warmth you know is there, more than just a going through the motions.  It’s just plain hard to hug a stiff kid.  
Application:

Well, with that in mind, how do we get stiff when it comes to worship?  By getting fixated on forms instead of content.  By obsessing over such things as styles of music, the raising of hands, types of prayer, who should lead.  So much of that can be a focus on form rather than content.  Not to say such things aren’t worth discussing.  But so much of our concerns are driven so often by personal preferences and personal history.  And often we need to make allowance for a much broader range of acceptable forms.

So lest we slip into flawed practices, the critical thing to focus on is the content.  
II. FOOLISH PRIORITIES

But what then drives such flawed practices?  Foolish priorities.  And we see that reflected here as well – the assumption that if the externals are in place, God is satisfied.

A) Focusing on Externals
1. The problems of the past
The problem of externals is and was a significant one.  The mountain this woman was referring to was likely Mt. Gerizim.  The Samaritans had built a rival temple there around 400 B.C. which was destroyed by the Jews in 128 B.C. and remained in ruins even at the time we come to these events in John 4.  But the memory of those events was still alive.  
2. The problems at that time
As was the animosity felt by both sides to the other.  So much limited to the external.
B) Forgetting the Internals

So much focus on the externals of worship and so little on the internals.
1. What God thinks of this

What, after all, does the LORD want? (READ Amos 5:21-24) God sees right through our folly in these things.  He sees the show, the pageantry, the façade for what it is.

2. Why we slip into this

Now we know that.  So why then do we slip into it?  It’s so much easier.  
Coming to Him in worship, insane as it is, forgetting the heart of it, is just easier.
Application:

Such was the case then.  And such is the case now.  In what ways?  In what ways can we fall prey to such foolish priorities?  By putting the external over the internal.  Any good thing, even the very things He commands in His Word, are vain and empty without hearts engaged – prayer, songs, confession, creeds, liturgies, and sermons.  Hypocrisy, pride, self-sufficiency, self-righteousness – these all rob those other things of their value.
Illustration:

Jesus teaches in Matthew’s Gospel (READ Matthew 5:23-24).  Ken Sande, the President of Peacemaker Ministries, tells a story along these lines.  It was a Sunday morning.  He was scheduled to assist in leading the worship service.  But as he was preparing to leave, he knew he couldn’t go.  Why?  He and his wife had just had a huge fight that morning over issues that had been building for weeks.  And so he called one of the other elders and asked him to fill in while he stayed home to work things out.
That is seeing the foolish priorities for what they are – not letting the external trump the internal – and striving with all earnestness to worship “in spirit and truth.”

III. FATAL PERCEPTIONS

But even saying that, we have to go back further.  Because behind the flawed practices and behind the foolish priorities lies something even darker – fatal perceptions.  That is, misguided assumptions about the nature of God and our relationship to Him.
A) Not God as We Would Make Him to Be
What do I mean?  The true living God is not as we would make Him to be.
1. Historical roots of the conflict

It’s worth noting here the historical roots of this rivalry between the temples at Mt. Gerizim and Jerusalem.  It stems back to the Samaritans accepting only “the books of Moses,” the first five books of the Old Testament.  They then lacked so much.
2. Jesus’ assessment of their worship

That comes out in Jesus’ blunt critique of their understanding of worship (READ John 4:21-22).  The One speaking to her is the Messiah Himself.  With His coming, the debate about places was over.  The point?  A deficient knowledge of God leads to a deficient worship of God.  A deficient knowledge of God leads to a deficient worship of God.
B) But God as He Has Revealed Himself to Be

God is not as we would make Him to be but as He has revealed Himself to be.
1. Worshipping Him as spirit
(READ John 4:24) Simple logic here.  God is to be worshipped in a spiritual sense – with external forms but really and truly, from the heart.  Why?  Because He is spirit.  

2. Worshipping Him as Father

Note also three times in vv.21-24, God is referred to as “Father.”  Which means we are to worship Him as Father – with all the warmth, strength, wisdom that is meant to imply.  
God is not to be worshipped as we would make Him to be but as He has revealed Himself to be.  Such is the worship that alone could possibly be pleasing to Him.  And how has He revealed Himself?  (READ Isaiah 55:6-9) Listen to what the LORD is saying here.  “Don’t settle for your little truncated view of Me!  My mercy is so much more!”
Illustration:

This woman’s user-friendly image of God had to go.  And so does ours.  We like things user-friendly.  There’s a new market out there for cell-phones without all the bells and whistles.  “All I want to do is just to make a call,” says the customer.  “All I want is a God of my own making and choosing,” we say.  Fine.  But is that what we really need?  
Application:

The problem with a God of your own making is, of course, that He looks a whole lot like you.  Non-Christians bring in the aspects of different religions they like.  You can’t do that.  And Christians can do much the same by focusing only on the things of the Bible they like.  You can’t do that either.  We need the whole counsel of His Word here.
And there we find Him describing Himself in terms of relationships – father, mother, brother, friend, husband.  Or objects – rock, refuge, shield, fire, water, light.  Or creatures – moth, wild beast, horn, bird.  Or occupations – warrior, bookkeeper, judge, farmer, potter, shepherd, refiner, master.  And that’s just a sampling.  Now some of these images will appeal to you.  But don’t be surprised if others bring you up short.  I mean, honestly, what else were you expecting, o little man or little woman?  I mean, really?
CONCLUSION:

So there you have it – what we have to be wary of when it comes to worshipping God – flawed practices, foolish priorities, fatal perceptions.  But, let me leave you with this.  We need just a bit more.   For how can these obstacles be overcome?  We’re so easily satisfied with so very little.  He is worthy of so much more.  And we were made for so much more.  And so we feel this yearning, this longing within.  We hear this call to “worship in spirit and truth,” worship that is real, true, honest, and authentic.  But how?  
Are you ready?  Here it is (READ John 4:23).  Just when we thought we were seeking Him we come to find out it has been Him seeking us all along.  This is our hope!   Who and what God seeks He finds.  And since what He is seeking and finding are hearts given to worship “in spirit and truth,” we can rest assured He will bring it about.  In fact, when you really take this to heart, that impels worship “in spirit and truth” all the more.  It feels good to know you’re being sought out, doesn’t it?  It makes you want to be found.
I’ve been unable to shake an image on this.  Some of you know we have a new dog named “Hope.”  She’s a really sweet German Shepherd mix we rescued from the pound.  Our kids play this crazy game with her.  They’ll get her attention, cry out “Hope!  Hide and seek!” and then go running into another room.  She then goes tearing off after them.  And each time she finds them just drives the delight of the game further.  “Hope!  Hide and seek!”  What Hope seeks she finds.  And those she’s seeking love to be found.

What God the Father seeks He finds.  And He is seeking, He is resolutely determined to bring about this worship “in spirit and truth” in us.  So much so He sent His Son to live and die on our behalf that it might come to pass.  So much so He sent His Spirit to indwell our hearts that we might see and hear these things.  He is seeking us, determined to bring this about even in us.  The wonder of which frees and impels such worship from us all the more.  His seeking us makes us long all the more to be found.

PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because God desires worship “in spirit and truth,”

(magnet) we must pursue that, recognizing the obstacles we face.

