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Part 15 – Where Can a Sinner Go? 
 
John 4:19-26 
Debates over the proper way to worship God have been going on for 
about as long as sinners have been worshiping. And these debates are 
not entirely without merit. After all, God has always prescribed for his 
people the proper ways in which he is to be worshiped if our worship is to 
honor him. Not once in all the Bible is God portrayed as apathetic 

concerning how he is to be worshiped as though all that matters are our intentions. Let us not forget about 
Cain’s unacceptable offering, Nadab and Abihu, the golden calf, or the church in Corinth. But we must also 
carefully avoid the trap of worshipping our worship as though the elements themselves are to be objects of 
our praise or pride. The “how-to’s” of Christian worship are given not for our boasting but for the Lord’s own 
glory. But those elements of Christian worship are also meant to teach sinners where to go to find 
forgiveness. 
 
1. Christian worship addresses the most pressing human need.  
Vs. 19 – Samaritans accepted the books of Moses (Genesis-Deuteronomy) as holy Scripture. They 
believed that Moses was the only true prophet sent by God. Based upon their reading of Deuteronomy 
18:18, they believed there would be one final prophet sent to usher in the era of the Messiah. Her perception 
that Jesus may be a prophet is, therefore, filled with significance. She is already speculating that there may 
be something unique about this man who is speaking to her.  
Vs. 20 – The woman’s question about a disputed point of theology between Jews and Samaritans is often 
taken to be an attempt on her part to redirect the conversation away from the embarrassing details of her 
personal life. But the question she raises was a perennial issue between Samaritans and Jews. “This 
mountain” is a reference to the nearby Mt. Gerizim, which the Samaritans held to be sacred and the place 
appointed by God for his worship. They had built a sanctuary there and the Jews had destroyed it, judging 
it an illegitimate rival to the true temple in Jerusalem. 

 Just as was the case in the Old Testament, Christian worship addresses the question of where sinners 
must go for salvation. This conversation about worship is only part of a larger conversation concerning 
the woman’s sin and her need for salvation. The worship of both the Samaritans and the people of Israel 
centered on their respective temples and the practice of sacrifice. So worship, as it was shaped by the 
opening chapters of the Bible, was always intended to address first and foremost the question of where 
sinners can go to have their sins covered.  

 
2. Christian worship must be according to God’s Word.  
Vs. 21 – The term “hour” is important in John. It is a term used to refer to the completion of the Lord’s work 
of atonement; his death, resurrection, and ascension. Christ’s work of atonement will bring about a massive 
change in how the people are to consider the regulations set down in the ceremonial laws of Moses. 
Specifically, Jesus signals that Jerusalem and the temple will no longer be the special place of God’s 
presence with his people for he will become the “place” where sinners must go for cleansing.  
Vs. 22 – The worship of the Samaritans was hindered and incomplete because of their ignorance of God. 
While they esteemed the Pentateuch, they rejected the rest of the Scriptures and thus their knowledge of 
God was inadequate to form proper worship. Jesus is emphatic in his contrast between the Samaritans and 
Jews. However, the superiority of the Jewish understanding of God was not due to any superiority in them. 
Rather, their superior knowledge of God was due entirely to God’s grace toward them. It was through the 
people of Israel that God chose to disclose his saving grace in the unfolding revelation of Scripture and the 
Person of Jesus. The Samaritans did not know who they were worshipping precisely because of their 
rejection of much of the Scriptures. 
 
3. Christian worship depends upon a proper understanding of God.  
Vs. 23 – Once again, the term “hour” is used in reference to the atoning work of Jesus. This is vital to keep 
in the forefront of our mind when seeking to understand what Jesus is saying. His words about worship 
depend upon a proper acceptance of his work of atonement. Because of the cross and resurrection, proper 
worship will shift from a focus on the temple to a focus on Christ, the new and everlasting temple.  
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 “…in spirit and truth” – There has been much debate over what exactly Jesus is getting at here. “Spirit” 
here, likely refers to worship that is “dynamically animated by God’s Holy Spirit,” meaning the worship of 
those who have been born of the Spirit.1 Leon Morris suggests that Jesus is pointing “to the need for 
complete sincerity and complete reality in our approach to God.”2 

 “Spirit and truth” are governed by one preposition in verses 23 and 24. So we are probably not to think of 
spirit and truth as two separate features but “one inseparable concept. This is worship empowered by 
God but also informed by the revelation of God and provided to humans by the One who is the truth, 
Jesus Christ (14:6).”3 

 It should be acknowledged that “spirit and truth” were not new qualities meant to characterize the worship 
of God’s people. Worship in spirit and truth was no less important during the generations when the 
people’s worship was centered upon the Jerusalem temple. However, with the arrival of the Messiah the 
circumstances of proper worship will change. What has not changed is the demand for sincerity and truth. 

 “…for the Father is seeking such people” – God’s seeking out such worshippers is not based upon any 
need within himself. For God has no needs and “is not served by human hands as though he needed 
anything” (Acts 17:24-25). Rather, the Father seeks out such worshippers because “he is a God of love, 
a God who seeks the best for men, and therefore a God who actively seeks men out.”4 

Vs. 24 – The Lord’s concern was not with the place of worship but its essential character. Jesus had already 
mentioned, in a veiled way, that the temple in Jerusalem would be destroyed (2:19). In other words, there 
is little to be gained by a prolonged debate over the relative merits of Jerusalem or Gerizim (though clearly 
Jesus sides with the Jews, as a matter of fact, though he does not press that point). The worship that God 
approves is that worship offered to him in spirit and in truth, sincerely, with living faith. 

 “God is spirit” – God is pure spirit quite apart from all that he has created. He is not bound by time or 
space (John 1:18; 1 Timothy 1:17; 6:15-16). Since God is Spirit, he is the only true fount and object of 
worship that is in spirit. 

 Because God is essentially spirit, the worship offered him must be of a spiritual nature. That is, Christian 
worship focuses on spiritual realities and spiritual blessings. The passage seems to point to a Trinitarian 
shape to Christian worship. Proper worshippers are sought by the Father. Proper worship is grounded in 
the Son and enlivened by the Spirit.  

 
4. Christian worship is shaped by the Person and work of Jesus.  
Vs. 25 – Like all Samaritans, the woman expected the arrival of the Messiah. Once the Messiah arrived, 
she reasoned, he will sort out all these questions about proper worship.  
Vs. 26 – Jesus stated openly to a Samaritan woman what he veiled from the Jews who had laden the title 
“Messiah” with political and military baggage. So, any clear declaration of his being the Messiah would 
inevitably be misunderstood and thus corrupt their understanding of his mission. Jesus, therefore, typically 
avoided using the term among his fellow Jews.5 

 The discussion concerning worship begins with the woman’s speculation about Jesus’ identity and Jesus’ 
confirmation that he is the Messiah. 

 Christian worship tells a story. It reenacts a history. The word “liturgy” sometimes makes contemporary 
evangelicals nervous. It conjures up images of high cathedrals and priestcraft. But the word liturgy is 
actually taken from one of the New Testament words for worship: “Leitourgia.” It is a compound word 
consisting of “Laos” (people) and “Ergon” (work). So Christian worship consists, in part, of certain works 
performed by God’s people; works that God prescribes. These works ensure that Christian worship is 
shaped not only by specific Scriptures but also by the “shape” of the story the Bible tells. That is, the 
gospel meta-narrative of the Bible gives us the shape of our corporate worship.  

 In worship, Christians hear God’s gracious call to worship, respond in praise, confess their sin, hear God’s 
pardon, answer back in praise, confess their faith, offer prayers of supplication, hear his word proclaimed, 
celebrate the covenant meal, and receive God’s benediction.  
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