TRUE WORSHIP: John 4:1-26
The church I attended with my family as a child was a one room, non-denominational, country church not far from our house on the farm.  At Bethel Community church there were only two Sunday school classes.  One for the young folks, which was basically anyone who hadn’t graduated from high school, and the old folks.  We sang wonderful old hymns from the hymnal accompanied by a piano that was frequently out of tune.  As I recall, Mr. Guy Kerby was the song leader, as we called him.  He wasn’t very good, but what he lacked in vocal ability he made up for in volume and enthusiasm.  He loved the Lord and could sing louder than anyone else. 
When I was 12, my family was invited to attend a revival service at the Lancaster Baptist Church.  God spoke to me through His Word that night.  When the preacher said, “All have sinned and come short of the glory of God,” I knew the Lord was speaking to me.  When the invitation was given, I slipped out of the pew, walked down to the altar, and gave my life to Christ.  
Every Sunday morning at the Lancaster Baptist Church we would sing three hymns – not two or four, but three, we would receive the offering, then someone would sing or play what we called a “special,” the pastor would preach his sermon, we would then sing a hymn of invitation and close in prayer.  With few exceptions, that’s what we did every Sunday.  In the 1960’s and 70’s, just about every Southern Baptist Church in America did the same thing. That was probably true in the 1940s and 50s as well, but that was a little before my time.
I still have fond memories of Sunday morning services at the Lancaster Baptist Church.  I enjoyed the enthusiastic praise and strong evangelistic preaching.  It was wonderful!  Back then, if you would have asked me what worship is, I would have said, “It’s singing. It’s singing to the Lord.”  Later I came to understand that, while singing is one of the primary ways we express our worship, genuine worship is much more than singing.  The whole Sunday morning gathering, the singing, the praying, the giving, the preaching – all of it is worship.
Matt Merker is his excellent little book entitled Corporate Worship, says that “We are created to be worshippers of God.  Worship, simply put, is the purpose of life.”  AW Tozer called true worship “the missing jewel of the church.”  We sing and pray and preach every Sunday, but I’m afraid we don’t always worship.  Why is that?  Perhaps it’s because we don’t understand what true worship really is. 
What is worship?
Vine’s Expository Dictionary defines worship as “an act of homage or reverence to God.”. The Lexham Theological Workbook says, “Worship is the awed response to the saving acts and praiseworthy character of God.”  The English word “worship” comes from two words, worth ship. To quote John Piper, “True worship is a valuing or a treasuring of God above all things.”  True worship is God focused.  It’s praising and glorifying God for who He is, what He has done for us, and what He means to us.  
The late Dr. John MacArthur said, “Worship is what takes place in our hearts as we adore the God whom we are singing about, praying to, and obeying – the God whose word the preacher proclaims. Worship is the proper spiritual response to those activities, not the activities per se.”
Why do we worship?
First, we worship God because He demands it.  We are commanded to worship Him.  Exodus 20 records the giving of the 10 commandments.  The first of those ten commandments is a command to worship God, and God alone.  “You shall have no other gods before Me,” says the Lord.  When Satan took Jesus to a high mountain and said, “If you will bow down and worship me, I will give all the kingdoms of this world,” the Lord replied, “Away with you, Satan! For it is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and Him only you shall serve” (Matt 4:10).
Secondly, we worship God because He deserves it.  Psalm 29:2 says, “Give unto the Lord the glory due to his name; worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness.”  As our Creator and Redeemer, He alone is worthy of our worship.  Revelation 14:7 says, “Fear god and give glory to Him, for the hour of His judgment has come; and worship Him who made heaven and earth, the sea and springs of water.”  In his book, Worship: The Ultimate Priority, John MacArthur says, “It is our supreme duty for time and eternity to honor, adore, delight in, glorify, and enjoy God above all his creation, as He (and He alone, I might add) is worthy to be worshipped.”  
Thirdly, we worship God because He desires it.  In John 4:23, and we’ll look more closely at that verse in a few moments, Jesus told the woman at the well that the Father is seeking true worshipers.  Folks, that’s why we worship.  That’s why we gather here every Sunday morning.  
Contrary to what far too many Christians believe, worship isn’t about us.  It’s about the Lord.  We worship God for His glory, His pleasure, His satisfaction – not ours.  Worship is what we give to God.  Is there any benefit or blessing in it for us?  I should say there is.  We get to experience and enjoy God’s presence in a very special way when we worship Him – together.  Jesus said in Matthew 18:20, “Where two or three are gathered together in my name, I am there in the midst of them.”  You can experience the presence of God outside the four walls of this building.  I know have.  I’ve experienced His presence many times in the quiet seclusion of my study at home.  I’ve felt the Lord’s presence in the Holy Land in a way that nearly brought me to tears on the Sea of Galilee, in the Garden of Gethsemane, and at the Garden Tomb.  It was so powerful and moving.  But I have never experienced and enjoyed the presence of God more than when I’ve been in the Lord’s house, on the Lord’s Day, with the Lord’s people for worship.
Not only do we experience God’s presence when we worship Him together, but we also receive His blessing.  How does the Lord bless us when we worship Him?  He blesses us in many ways.  He strengthens our faith when we worship Him.  He nourishes our soul when we worship Him.  He renews our joy, peace, strength, and hope when we worship Him.  Brothers and sisters, we need to worship the Lord.  It’s not just a nice thing to do when it’s convenient; it’s an absolute necessity for our spiritual and emotional well-being.  But we don’t worship God because of what we gain from it.  No, we worship God because He demands it.  He deserves it.  And He desires it. 
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When we think about personal and private worship, just about any place, or time, will do.  The Bible teaches that, for the child of God, all of life should be an act of worship.  But what about corporate worship?  When and where should we gather for worship as a fellowship of believers?  
In the early years of the church, believers gathered in their homes for worship.  That’s what we see in the Book of Acts.  As times passed and the church grew, it became necessary to find places that could accommodate larger groups, so they began to construct meeting houses specifically designed for worship.  Some of them were magnificent.  
Today, Christians gather for worship in a wide variety of settings.  Believers meet for worship in store fronts and movie theaters, sale barns and school gymnasiums.  Many of us still worship in what we think of as a typical church building.  Whether that’s a small, one-story country church with white siding and a cemetery next door; or a large, stately brick building like this with beautiful stained-glass windows and a towering steeple.  The bottom line is, it really doesn’t matter where we gather for worship.  What matters is that we faithfully do so in a manner that pleases and honors the Lord.
What about the “when” question?  When should we gather for worship?  In the Old Testament, God’s people – the Jews, worshiped on the Sabbath, the seventh day of the week.  The Jewish Sabbath, or Shabbat as it’s called, begins at sundown on Friday and ends at sundown on Saturday.  To this day, Jewish people who are even moderately serious about their faith continue to observe the Sabbath.  Typically, they observe Shabbat in their homes with the family on Friday evening and with their fellow Jews in the local Synagogue on Saturday morning.
As you may know, most of the first Christians were Jews.  They didn’t cease being Jewish just because they believed Jesus was the Messiah.  As observant Jews, they continued to observe the Sabbath.  But they also gathered for worship, bible study, prayer, and fellowship on the first day of the week, Sunday.  Why?  Because that was the day Christ rose again from the dead.  As the church became evermore Gentile, and Jewish believers in Jesus were increasingly separated from mainstream Judaism, Sunday became the predominant day of worship for all Christians.  That’s been the practice of the church for almost 1,900 years now.
Would it be unbiblical for us to gather for worship on a Friday night or Saturday morning or afternoon?  Of course not.  Any day is a good day to worship the Lord.  Nowhere in scripture are we commanded to only worship on Sunday.  We are commanded, however, to regularly gather for worship with our brothers and sisters in Christ in the pattern of the weekly Sabbath observance.  Hebrews 10:25 warns us not to neglect meeting together for worship, “as is the habit of some.”  Because Jesus rose again from the dead on the first day of the week, Sunday, it is appropriate for us to worship our Lord and Savior together on that same day.
Well, we’ve considered the “what, why, where, and when” of worship.  That brings us then to the most important question really when it comes to true worship.  
How should we worship?  
To put it simply, we should worship God the way He wants us to worship Him.  In John 4, we find the clearest, most complete, and yet concise teaching in the Bible on how God wants us to worship Him.  John’s account of Jesus’ meeting with a Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well is a sermon in and of itself.  In fact, Pastor Brian preached from this same passage about six months ago.  For the sake of time, I want to focus our attention on verses 19-24.  Let’s look at those verses again (John 4:19-24).
There you have it.  How does God want us to worship Him?  Jesus said, “God is Spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth.”  What does it mean to worship the Lord “in spirit”?  Some Bible commentators believe the word “spirit” in verse 24 refers to the human spirit, the inner person if you will.  It’s certainly true that, while our worship of God is expressed outwardly in many ways, it must begin in our heart, our inner most being.  True worship flows from the inside out.  Psalm 103 says, “Bless the Lord, O my soul; and all that is within me, bless his holy name.”
True worship comes from the heart.  However, when Jesus said, “those who worship God must worship in spirit,” I believe He was saying more than that.  Do you remember Jesus’ conversation with the Pharisee, Nicodemus, in John 3?  Jesus told Nicodemus, “Unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3).  What does it mean to be “born again”?  It means to be born of the Spirit of God.  Jesus said, “That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit” (John 3:6).  Salvation is the foundation of true worship. Only those who have experienced a spiritual birth by placing their faith in Christ can truly worship God.  To put it another way, you can’t worship God if you don’t know him.  
God wants us to worship Him in spirit, but He also wants us to worship in truth.  Truth is prerequisite to acceptable worship.  If we’re to worship in truth, we must worship out of a relationship with Christ, the one who is “the Truth”, and according to the revelation of God through His word, the Bible.  
Acts 2:42 tells us that the worship gatherings of the early church were focused on and devoted to “the apostles teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” (Acts 2:42). The preaching of the word of God was the centerpiece of every worship service.  That’s why Paul exhorted the Colossians, “Let the word of Christ richly dwell within you, with all wisdom and teaching, admonishing one another with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with thankfulness in your hearts to God” (Colossians 3:16).
True worship, the kind of worship God desires from us, should engage our mind as well as our emotions.  It’s founded on saving faith, fueled by the Holy Spirit, filled with heartfelt passion, and focused on truth, the truth revealed in God’s word. 
Let’s consider one more question, and we’ll be finished.  Is there a kind of worship that is unacceptable to God?  Yes, there is.  Turn with me to Matthew 15:1-9.  So, what kind of worship is unacceptable to God?  Worship that comes from an un-believing heart.  Worship that’s mere lip service.  Worship that’s all show, and no substance.  Jesus said that kind of worship - amounts to nothing, in the sight of God.  “In vain they worship me” (Matt. 15:9).  
It’s not true worship.  There’s no truth in it.  There’s no real faith in it.  There’s no heart in it.  John Piper said this; “You can do as many good deeds as you want and go to as many church services as you want and never be worshiping - if it is all external and nothing is happening in your heart toward God.  All true worship is in essence a matter of the heart.  It is more, but it is not less.”
I wonder.  What would the Lord say about your heart and mine, this morning?  There’s an old Blackwood Brothers Quartet song that asks the question, “How about your heart? Is it right with God? That’s the thing counts today.”  Indeed.  Beloved, when it comes to true worship, it’s not where or when we meet, it’s not what songs we sing or which Bible translation we use that matters most.  It’s our heart!  When it comes to true worship, the kind of worship the Lord demands, deserves, and desires from you and me, that’s what matters most.  
How is it with your heart today?  Let’s pray.

