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WORSHIP IN SPIRIT AND TRUTH 
John 4:16-26 (No. 25) 

March 5, 2017 

INTRODUCTION 

Read John 4:1-26  

John 4:1-26 Now when Jesus learned that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus was making 
and baptizing more disciples than John 2 (although Jesus himself did not baptize, but only his 
disciples), 3 he left Judea and departed again for Galilee. 4 And he had to pass through 
Samaria. 5 So he came to a town of Samaria called Sychar, near the field that Jacob had given to 
his son Joseph. 6 Jacob's well was there; so Jesus, wearied as he was from his journey, was sitting 
beside the well. It was about the sixth hour. 
7 A woman from Samaria came to draw water. Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.” 8 (For his 
disciples had gone away into the city to buy food.)9 The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it 
that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a woman of Samaria?” (For Jews have no dealings with 
Samaritans.) 10 Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to 
you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living 
water.” 11 The woman said to him, “Sir, you have nothing to draw water with, and the well is 
deep. Where do you get that living water? 12 Are you greater than our father Jacob? He gave us 
the well and drank from it himself, as did his sons and his livestock.” 13 Jesus said to 
her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, 14 but whoever drinks of the water 
that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will become in him 
a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” 15 The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, 
so that I will not be thirsty or have to come here to draw water.” 
16 Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come here.” 17 The woman answered him, “I have 
no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; 18 for you have had 
five husbands, and the one you now have is not your husband. What you have said is true.” 19 The 
woman said to him, “Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet.20 Our fathers worshiped on this 
mountain, but you say that in Jerusalem is the place where people ought to worship.” 21 Jesus said 
to her, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem 
will you worship the Father. 22 You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, 
for salvation is from the Jews.23 But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true 
worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father is seeking such people to 
worship him. 24 God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.” 25 The 
woman said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming (he who is called Christ). When he 
comes, he will tell us all things.” 26 Jesus said to her, “I who speak to you am he.”  
 

If the world is to be reached for Christ with the gospel, someone must reach the untouchables.  
Someone must reach the ones no one else wants to reach.  Someone must cross boundary lines 
and even go where they aren’t wanted.  Someone must care enough for the lost to reach out. 

Love moves toward needs.  Loving people move toward people in need, even at great cost to 
themselves.  Of course, our preeminent example is Jesus Christ.  Man was hopelessly in sin, 
unable to keep God’s Law and fulfill the righteousness that God requires. 
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We could only be condemned by God. God’s judgment of our life could only be guilty and our 
sentence could only be hell because no one is good. All are sinful and God requires perfect 
holiness.  But Jesus condescended and took on flesh. He became a man so that he could die in 
our place.  His mission, according to John 3:17, was to save the world.  All who trust in him 
would be saved. Those who don’t, perish in their sins because they have rejected the only way of 
escape. 

This mission of salvation was not only for the Jews, but also for the enemies of the Jews. Indeed, 
this mission was for God’s enemies—all in rebellion toward him.  But because God loved the 
world, he sent his Son. And because Jesus loved the world, he came.  His love moved toward our 
need.  And the woman at the well that we met last time in chapter 4 was no different.  She 
needed a Savior.  

Recap 

You’ll recall that Jesus had been down in Judea with his disciples baptizing those under 
conviction of their sin.  His ministry became very popular—more popular than even John the 
Baptist’s ministry—and the Pharisees over in Jerusalem took notice. 

Jesus was on the Father’s timetable. It wasn’t yet time for a conflict with the Pharisees. They 
would directly oppose Jesus soon enough. But not yet.  So Jesus journeyed north to Galilee.  But 
along the way, he had a meeting to make with a Samaritan adulteress, who would come to 
Jacob’s well outside the city of Sychar at noon. 

Jesus, a Jew, paid no attention to the customs of the Jews, who had rules about interacting with 
Samaritans.  Strict Jews wouldn’t travel through Samaria.  They despised the Samaritans so 
much that they thought touching a Samaritan or touching something they touched would defile 
themselves and make them unclean.  This was a hatred of an entire group of people because of 
the sins of their ancestors. 

Centuries before, the ancestors of the Samaritans intermarried with foreigners after the Assyrian 
army defeated the 10 northern tribes of Israel.  These ancestors of the Samaritans became idol 
worshippers and eventually adopted a form of Judaism that rejected all but the first five books of 
the Old Testament. 

The Jews had no interest in winning these wayward Samaritans to true worship of Yahweh.  
Indeed, many of the Jews of Jesus’ day were themselves wayward and they cared more about 
their traditions and customs than the Law of God in the Old Testament. 

Jesus was a Jew, but his message and his death on the cross was for every race, every people 
group, every tongue and tribe around the world.  Every man, woman, and child around the globe 
needs salvation for the wrath of God because every man, woman, and child is a sinner. Jesus 



www.tccathens.org 

3 

 

came to be the Way, the Truth, and the Life. Only by believing in Christ can anyone be saved. 
Jesus, like the Father, loved the world and he took on flesh in order to save it.  So naturally, we’d 
expect Jesus to behave differently even to groups that his own people, the Jews, hated.  He not 
only was willing to move through Samaria, but he was willing to eat their food, use their vessels 
for eating and drinking, and speak with their women. 

He came to Jacob’s well outside Sychar after a long journey.  The text tells us that Jesus was 
wearied from the journey (4:6) and he was thirsty.  He had sent his disciples into the city to buy 
food and soon after this Samaritan woman came alone to the well to draw water.  As we learned 
last week, it was unusual for a woman to come alone during the heat of the day to draw water.  
But she had a reason. She was an outcast of sorts.  The shame of her immorality went before her. 
As we’ll see in a bit, her sin was shameful even among sinners. 

She came during the heat of the day so that she could avoid the crowds of other women and 
come when it was most likely that she’d be alone.  But on this day, she wouldn’t be alone. It 
would be a day that would change her life.  Just as we have experienced, the days that end up 
changing our lives usually start like any other ordinary day.  Yet however it started for her, by 
noon, life would change. 

As she came to the well, there sat Jesus beside the well.  They had a conversation and the sum of 
it was that Jesus promised that he could give her water better than what could be drawn from 
Jacob’s well. He could give her living water. 

John 4:13–14: "Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but 
whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will 
give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”"  

He was using water as a spiritual illustration.  His illustration drew not only on the fact that they 
were at a well, but also on Old Testament references that named God as the fountain of life.  
Jesus was saying through his illustration that he could offer her salvation. That’s the meaning of 
living water—salvation.  Water is essential to life and the figurative water that Jesus offered her 
was essential to eternal life.  He could offer her living water—spiritual life in salvation.  She was 
intrigued by what he said. But she misunderstood him: 

John 4:15: "The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I will not be thirsty or have 
to come here to draw water.”"  

She thought he offered her a way that she would no longer need to come to the well for water.  
She wanted a water from Jesus that would meet all her physical needs.  But Jesus had moved on 
from physical water and his need for a drink to quench his thirst and was telling her she had a 
need for spiritual water.  She needed salvation from the punishment for her sins that was sure to 
come.  
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She wanted what she thought Jesus offered, but she didn’t want Jesus.  She didn’t want to drink 
at the well of Jesus to get salvation through faith in him.  She was in a terrible state. She was 
living shamefully and at least in some sense ashamed of the way she was living.  But Jesus didn’t 
leave her in that state.  She needed to be brought to understand her true need and who it was who 
spoke to her at the well.  In the conversation that follows, Jesus confronted her with these 
realities.  He was gentle, but direct.  His compassion for her and her miserable life of sin moved 
him to extend the conversation and meet a far greater need than her physical need of water. 

In our passage, Jesus reveals to her what every unbeliever must come to understand in order to 
be saved.  He reveals to her who she really is.  He reveals to her who he really is.  And he reveals 
to her how she must respond. 

As we study vv. 16-26, we’ll see the three realities every unbeliever must understand in order to 
be saved.  The first reality Jesus revealed to her was the reality of her sin.  

I. EVERY UNBELIEVER MUST COME TO KNOW THE REALITY OF 
PERSONAL SIN 

Jesus’ transition in the conversation is abrupt.  She just said that she wants the water Jesus 
promised so that she doesn’t have to come to the well anymore. 

John 4:16: "Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come here.”"  

Even though he just met her, he already knows her.  His knowledge of her is beyond human 
knowledge. It’s not knowledge that could be derived from the five senses.  He was seeing into 
her life in a way that we cannot and dare not pretend we can.   

There are mystics and self-proclaimed prophets in our day who act as though they can see into a 
person’s life much like Jesus did here.  That’s not the spiritual gift of discernment. That’s fraud. 
They are blasphemers.  They are attributing for themselves what only God can do—what only 
God can reveal. 

Jesus warns in Matthew 7:15–16: "“Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s 
clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will recognize them by their fruits.” 

He also warns that in the last days “many false prophets will arise and lead many astray” 
(Matthew 24:11).  The Apostle John writes in his first epistle: "Beloved, do not believe every 
spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, for many false prophets have gone 
out into the world” (1 John 4:1).  John is saying that there are demonic spirits who produce false 
prophets and their intent is deception.   

The gift of discernment is not to know the unknowable, but to be so familiar with your Bible that 
you can discern the true from the false no matter if the wolf is dressed in sheep’s clothing. 
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Jesus as both fully God and fully man knew what a mere man could not.  He hadn’t met this 
woman before, but he knew her better than she knew herself.  He knew her life and his 
command, “Go, call your husband,” was designed to get a certain response from her.  He knew 
in some sense what her answer would be. 

John 4:17: "The woman answered him, “I have no husband.” 

That’s technically true. It’s an honest answer as to the fact that she is unmarried.  But it’s not the 
full story. The full story reveals her true situation.   

Someone else who heard her say this might reasonably believe she is unattached and available. 
But she isn’t.  Perhaps she had learned how to ward off further questions whenever anyone got 
too close to her past.  Shame causes us to conceal what only the Light can heal.  She needed the 
true Light of Jesus to shine on her and expose her sin. 

Jesus said to her, “You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband,’ for you have had five husbands, 
and the one you now have is not your husband. What you have said is true.”" (v. 17b-18).  Jesus 
acknowledges that her statement is true in itself, but he knows that there is more to the story. 

Unless he revealed her sin to her, she could not be saved from her sin.  The sense of Jesus’ words 
is not that she had had the misfortune of having five husbands who died.  It’s plain what the real 
story is by the way she was currently living.  She was living with a sixth man who wasn’t her 
husband.  That’s her character. That who she was.  She was a serial fornicator. She was an 
adulteress.  She was deep in her sin. She was on the path of destruction. Her fate would be hell if 
she did not repent of her sin and trust in Jesus.  To have five husbands and cohabitating with a 
sixth man was a scandal. 

Even the Samaritans recognized the 10 Commandments, specifically the seventh commandment: 
“You shall not commit adultery.”  Jesus revealed the sin in all these previous relationships.  If 
one of the husbands had died, he would have no need to confront her.  But the fact that he brings 
all of them up—“you have had five husbands”—shows that she is morally blameworthy in each. 

Under Jewish law, a woman could not divorce her husband.  However, in some situations a 
woman could go to court and force her husband to divorce her. Or, she could even pay her 
husband to divorce her.  Jewish rabbis considered two divorces, and for sure a maximum three, 
as the limit for a woman.  Samaritan customs were likely similar. 

This was not a blameless woman.  She’s had five husbands in her past. She was willing to 
commit adultery with the man she was presently living with.  This was a pattern of unrepentant 
sin in her life.  By the way, this passage shows that Jesus didn’t think living with someone made 
you married. Living together in a committed relationship doesn’t make a marriage. It’s simply 
what it is biblically: adultery.  Jesus confronts her and brings up her past relationships because  
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unless she was convicted over her sin, she could not be converted.   

J.C. Ryle comments on this passage: “Never does a soul value the gospel medicine until it feels 
its disease. Never does a man see any beauty in Christ as Savior, until he discovers that he is 
himself a lost and ruined sinner.” 

Those who are ignorant of their sin find no need for the Savior.  She needed her sin revealed 
because the first reality every unbeliever must understand in order to be saved is the reality of 
their sin. 

Second, every unbeliever must come to know the reality of true worship. 

II. EVERY UNBELIEVER MUST COME TO KNOW THE REALITY OF TRUE 
WORSHIP 

She doesn’t respond to Jesus bringing up her past in quite the way we’d expect. 

John 4:19: "The woman said to him, “Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet."  

She realizes that Jesus knows what he could not know as a man without God’s disclosure.  She 
reasons he must be a prophet. He must know her past because God told him.  She’s not wrong.  
But she’s not so easily convicted over her sin.  She does what so many do when they are 
confronted with their sin: they change the subject.  They deflect and distract.  Rather than talk 
about her debauchery, she wants to talk geography: 

John 4:20: "Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you say that in Jerusalem is the place 
where people ought to worship.”" 

The word “you” is plural. She is comparing what the Samaritan teachers say to what the Jews 
say.  She deflects the charges against her with one of the most contentious points of division 
between Jews and Samaritans: the proper place of worship. 

Both sides acknowledged that God in the Old Testament said he would choose the principal 
place of their worship.  The command was given in Deuteronomy 12:5: "You shall seek the place 
that the LORD your God will choose out of all your tribes to put his name and make his habitation 
there. There you shall go. . ."   

But the Samaritans recognized no Old Testament Scriptures beyond Deuteronomy.  So they 
missed 2 Chronicles 6:6 where it says that God told David to build his temple in Jerusalem.  
Instead the Samaritans chose to build a temple on Mount Gerizim, which could be seen from 
Jacob’s well. 

Why did the Samaritans build a temple on Mt. Gerizim?  Mt. Gerizim was an important 
mountain in biblical history. 
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Next to Mt. Gerizim was Shechem—the place where Abraham built an altar to God when he first 
came to the promised land. 

Genesis 12:6–7: "Abram passed through the land to the place at Shechem, to the oak of Moreh. 
At that time the Canaanites were in the land. Then the LORD appeared to Abram and said, “To 
your offspring I will give this land.” So he built there an altar to the LORD, who had appeared to 
him."  

So the general area might reasonably be thought of as sacred space.  Additionally, Mt. Gerizim 
was the place where Israel shouted the blessing of the old covenant once they entered the 
promised land centuries later (Deut. 11:29-30; 27:2-7). 

Because the Samaritans recognized only the Pentateuch, they reasoned Mt. Gerizim was the 
place to build God a temple.  Their reasoning was faulty because they rejected everything else 
that God had said in the Old Testament. 

As I mentioned last week, they did in fact build a temple there, only to have it destroyed by the 
Jews.  It was an act that wasn’t forgotten and the animosity remained even to Jesus’ day over a 
century after it was destroyed. 

If Jesus was an ordinary man or an ordinary Jew, he may have taken the woman’s bait.  The 
debate may have become heated.  But Jesus wasn’t fooled.  He corrected her in three ways (these 
we will only touch on). 

First, he says in verse 21: “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this 
mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father."   

Jesus was saying that soon the question of the proper place of worship would be irrelevant. The 
debate would be moot.  True worshippers—the kind God seeks after—could worship anywhere. 

The word “hour” in John’s Gospel, when left unqualified (i.e., not referring to a particular time), 
always points to Jesus’ cross, resurrection, and exaltation (Carson).  When the hour, or critical 
time, of Jesus’ death and resurrection would occur, then place of worship would no longer 
matter.  The temple in Jerusalem as it stood that day would be a thing of the past.  The place to 
meet God would no longer be a place, but a person.  Jesus dwelt among us (1:14). Literally, he 
tabernacled among us. In him, and only in him, do we meet God.  Her ancestors—her 
“fathers”— told her to worship at Mt. Gerizim, but Father God could soon be worshipped 
anywhere. 

Second, he told her she, as a Samaritan, worshipped in ignorance. 

John 4:22: "You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from 
the Jews."  
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I won’t belabor the point. Simply, she did not worship the true God because she needed 
revelation to worship the true God.  God revealed himself to the Jews in a special way by giving 
them the Scriptures.  As a Samaritan, she rejected most of what God had said, so they 
worshipped in ignorance.  Salvation was revealed by the Scriptures that the Jews alone 
possessed. 

Third, he told her that her whole approach to worship was wrong: 

John 4:23: "But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the 
Father in spirit and truth, for the Father is seeking such people to worship him."  

True worship requires the right approach. We must worship God “in spirit and truth.”   

First, worship must be based on the truth that God revealed.  You must learn about God to 
worship him rightly.  He must be worshipped truthfully.  You can’t truly worship him if you 
truly don’t know him. 

Second, worship must be in spirit.  That’s not a reference to the Holy Spirit, but a reference to 
man’s spirit.  That is, God must be worshipped from the inside out.  External motions of worship 
doesn’t make worship. It must be heartfelt. The state of our heart matters.  So God must be 
worshipped in the heart and the mind—in spirit and truth. 

That makes sense because God is spirit: 

John 4:24: "God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.”"  

God is not made of a substance. He isn’t a material being. He isn’t an energy force. He isn’t a 
pure thought. If you can visualize it, you can be sure God is not that.  Spirit doesn’t mean that he 
is a vapor or a mist.  His existence is spirit. That is, he is invisible.  That’s why Israel was 
commanded not to make an idol in his likeness.  To make an idol as a representation of God 
would be to misrepresent him because he is spirit.  Because he is spirit, we don’t think of God as 
having size or shape or spatial dimensions.  Therefore, we can worship him anywhere. 

God the Father is seeking after worshippers who will worship him as he is, as he is revealed in 
the Scriptures, who will worship him truly with their mind and duly with their heart. 

Finally, we’ll just touch on this last reality every unbeliever must come to terms with. They must 
know the reality of Jesus’ true identity. 

III. EVERY UNBELIEVER MUST COME TO KNOW THE REALITY OF JESUS’ 
TRUE IDENTITY 

She had one more response to Jesus: 
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John 4:25: "The woman said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming (he who is called Christ). 
When he comes, he will tell us all things.”"  

The Samaritans thought of the Messiah less as a conquering hero that many of the Jews expected 
and more of a truth revealer—someone who would reveal all mysteries.  The Messiah “will tell 
us all things” she says.  She doesn’t know what to say about Jesus’ claims, so she says the 
Messiah will come and reveal the truth.  Essentially, she says that she’ll wait on the Messiah to 
sort everything out that Jesus said. 

John 4:26: "Jesus said to her, “I who speak to you am he.”"  

She began thinking he was a prophet.  He tells her that he is more. He is the Messiah she 
believed would come.  I am he, Jesus says. I am the Messiah. 

The word “he” isn’t in the Greek.  The word is supplied in the English to smooth the translation. 
Literally: “I who speak to you AM.” 

There’s probably more to that statement than acknowledging that he’s the Messiah.  As we’ll 
clearly see a number of other times in this Gospel, Jesus refers to himself repeatedly by the name 
God gave himself before Moses—“I AM.”  The self-existent one. The one who simply is.  So 
here Jesus reveals that not only is he the Messiah, but subtly he reveals that he is God.  Every 
unbeliever must learn who Jesus is in order to be saved. 

CONCLUSION 

How did the woman respond? We’ll take that up next week. 

But we look at this story and we’re reminded of the great task before us in evangelism.  As 
carriers of the Lord’s gospel, we know that every unbeliever must come to understand their sin, 
the nature of true worship, and the true identity of Christ.  To truly worship God, one must repent 
of their sins and turn to Christ, believing on him as the only hope for eternal life. 

This is part of our mission to carry this gospel and to reach out to sinners who need to hear it. 
May the Lord find us faithful. 
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