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“TRUE WORSHIP” 
John 4:4-26 

Third Sunday in Lent (Series A) 
March 19, 2017 

Trinity Free Lutheran Church, Grand Forks, ND 

The gospel lesson for the Third Sunday in Lent comes from The Gospel According to John, 
chapter 4. The appointed reading is verses 5 through 26, but I’ll begin at verse 4. It is on page 
752 of the pew Bible. In this gospel lesson, Jesus teaches us what true worship is. It is depraved 
people receiving living water from the only person who truly knows us. Please stand as you are 
able for the gospel. From John 4, we begin reading at verse 4. 

4 And [Jesus] 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.” 

Father, these are your words. Sanctify us in the truth. Your Word is truth. Amen. 
You may be seated. 
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What would you do if someone knew everything about you? How would you feel if a total 

stranger could look right through you and see everything? What if someone could tell you 
everything you ever did? 

Of greatest significance, of course, would be all our past sins. We would think of our sins 
first, rather than our good deeds and accomplishments. For one thing, we have no trouble 
letting people know about our accomplishments. We might try to be subtle about it as a 
feigned attempt at humility, but we generally want people to know about our good deeds. So 
we usually find some way to help people discover them. But we treat our sins in the opposite 
fashion. We try to conceal them. So we’re genuinely surprised when someone discovers the 
things we tried to hide. One way or another, we always figure out how to let people know what 
we want them to know. But the darker side of us—that’s a different story. 

So how would you feel if someone could see right through you, as if nothing were hidden 
from his eyes? 

I’m going to assume you are all thinking of something hidden right now—something you 
hope will never come to light. I have no idea what it is, and the people sitting around you might 
not know what it is. But I’m going to assume that you know what it is. And you know what else? 
We are—right now—in the presence of someone else who knows what it is. 

That’s the nature of Christian worship. We are currently in the presence of someone who 
sees right through us. That’s the nature of Christian worship. In this gospel lesson we learn that 
true worship is simply depraved people receiving living water from the only person who truly 
knows us. 

 
This is what we learn from this adulterous Samaritan woman’s encounter with Jesus. 
Jesus was going home from Judea to Galilee, and passing through Samaria was the shortest 

route, but Jews typically walked around Samaria. It was considered something of enemy 
territory for them. 

There had been strife between Jews and Samaritans for centuries. If we go back about a 
thousand years before the time of Jesus, we see that Jews and Samaritans are related. But 
there was a civil war, followed by other wars and events and intermarrying with foreign nations 
that caused deeper and deeper division between Jews and Samaritans. They shared much of 
the same religious history from the Old Testament. But they despised each other, while each 
claimed to be the true worshippers Yahweh. 

So for this reason, even though it might take a bit longer, Jews typically walked around 
Samaria. But here Jesus had to pass through Samaria. And we don’t see any reason why, other 
than to run into this adulterous Samaritan woman. She seems to be the purpose for the trip. 
Jesus specifically seeks her out. 

So he comes to this well and sits down, because he is exhausted from the journey (4:6). 
That’s kind of a strange thing to read about our God—that he was exhausted from walking—but 
so it is. The disciples had gone into town to buy food (4:8), so Jesus is sitting here all by himself. 
He’s just waiting for someone to come along and draw some water out of the well for him. 

So here comes this woman, out to draw water in the middle of the day. And what does she 
see when she gets to the well? A strange man sitting there thirsty. Some of the more reputable 
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women of the town would avoid being caught alone with a strange man and would have turned 
around. But this woman doesn’t seem to care about that. So she approaches the well. 

Then this strange man asks her for a drink. Somehow she can tell that he is a Jew instead of 
a Samaritan, so she says, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a woman of 
Samaria?” (4:10). 

Now, at this point, that’s about all the woman knows about Jesus. To her, he’s a total 
stranger—just a random Jewish traveler. And she has no idea that he knows everything there is 
to know about her. 

All she knows is that he is a Jew, and Jews have no dealings with Samaritans, especially 
when it comes to food and drink. Jews had very strict customs regarding everything that went 
into their bodies. Drinking from a Samaritan’s water pot would have defiled a Jew. So the 
woman is surprised. This strange man must be extremely thirsty to ask for a drink from her 
water pot. 

So she asks, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a woman of Samaria?” 
Then this strange, thirsty man says something that makes no sense: “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” (4:10). 

Now this is strange. She’s the one with the water pot. And here’s this thirsty man telling her 
that she should ask him for water, and not just any water, but some kind of special “living 
water.” That doesn’t follow, so she tells him so. “Sir, you have nothing to draw water with, and 
the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? Are you greater than our father Jacob?” 
(4:11-12). 

And Jesus basically says, “Yes.” He says, “Everyone who drinks of this water”—that is, the 
water from the well—“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.” (4:13-14) 

This sounds like some pretty special water. Not only will it satisfy you for the moment, but 
Jesus promises it will satisfy you for your entire life and beyond. “A spring of water welling up 
to eternal life.” 

Now, I can’t prove this, but at this point, I don’t think the woman believes a single word 
Jesus is saying. For one thing, she’s probably thinking, If this water is so great, then why are you 
so thirsty? Jesus just seems like some traveler who’s become delusional from dehydration. 

But she decides to call Jesus’ bluff. And what does she have to lose? If Jesus is crazy, then 
she wins the argument. And if Jesus turns out to be telling the truth, then she gets some pretty 
awesome water. So she says, “Sir, give me this water, so that I will not be thirsty or have to 
come here to draw water” (4:15). 

So now comes the moment of decision. Is Jesus really greater than Jacob? 

“Jesus said to her, ‘Go, call your husband, and come here.’ The woman answered 
him, ‘I have no husband.’ 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.’ ” (4:16-18) 

Now what do you say to that? Apparently this guy does know something. He’s not just 
delusional from dehydration. He knows all about her. He knows the things she wished he didn’t 



“TRUE WORSHIP” (John 4:5-26) 

4 

know. He knows how she has gone from one bad marriage to another five times. And he knows 
that her current relationship is bad before she even marries the guy. This total stranger can see 
right through her. Talk about uncomfortable. Maybe she should run away from this 
uncomfortable situation. 

But let’s think about this a bit more. If he knows all these things about her, then why did he 
even talk to her in the first place? And why did he ask her for a drink of water? Suddenly it 
seems so much more remarkable that Jesus is talking with this woman. Not only is he a Jew and 
she a Samaritan. But she is an adulterous Samaritan woman. And Jesus knew it the whole time. 
But it didn’t scare him away. He knows all her dirt, and he still wants to talk to her. Jesus does 
not bring up her sin to shame her. She already has enough of that. He brings it up because her 
sin is a problem and he is the solution. 

The woman doesn’t quite know yet who Jesus is, but she’s getting there, and Jesus certainly 
helps her get there. 

But she understands, at least, that Jesus is a prophet, so she asks him a religious question. 
She asks him about the location of true worship. And I don’t know why she asks about this. It 
seems like a strange transition. Maybe she just wants to change the subject. Or maybe, since 
she can see that Jesus is a Jewish prophet who apparently isn’t hostile to Samaritans, she might 
be able to get a straight answer. 

Jews believed that true worship took place in Jerusalem, on the mountain where the temple 
was built. But the Samaritans had their rival location. They believed that true worship occurred 
only on Mount Gerizim, in their territory. So which is it? Jesus seems to have some supernatural 
knowledge. Settle the issue for me. 

But Jesus says neither. He affirms that salvation comes from the Jews. After all, Jesus is a 
Jew. But if you are wondering about the location of worship, it’s not in Jerusalem, and it’s not 
on Mount Gerizim. “The hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshippers will 
worship the Father in Spirit and Truth” (4:23). 

It seems that the woman isn’t quite ready to accept this, so she says, “I know that 
Messiah”—that is, the Christ—“is coming. When he comes, he will tell us all things” (4:25). 

Then Jesus drops the biggest bombshell revelation on her. He identifies himself as that 
Messiah, and not merely the Messiah, but also the one true God. He says—and this is a literal 
translation—“I AM, the one speaking to you” (4:26). The English is a little clunky, and that’s why 
most translations don’t translate it this way. But the first words out of Jesus’ mouth are, “I AM.” 
The Greek is a bit clunky too, because Jesus goes out of his way to put these words together. 
And there’s a reason for that. 

If you remember your Old Testament history, you’ll remember that the words I AM are the 
name God gives for himself in the Old Testament. The Hebrew is Yahweh, and it simply means, 
“I AM.” So not only does Jesus identify himself as the Messiah—that is, the Anointed One who is 
sent by the Father. But he also identifies himself as the God of the Old Testament who spoke to 
Abraham, Moses, and the prophets. 

So at the end of this conversation, Jesus reveals to this adulterous Samaritan woman exactly 
who he is. It turns out that he knew everything about her, and now she knows why. Jesus 
reveals to her exactly who he is. 

And now it is even more remarkable that Jesus is talking with this woman. Not only is he a 
Jew and she a Samaritan. Beyond simply being a Samaritan woman, she is an adulterous 
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Samaritan woman. And Jesus is not merely a Jew, he is the Jewish Messiah—the Jewish 
Messiah, who also happens to be the God of the Old Testament—the God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob. And he knew this woman before she was even born. He knew all of her sins. But 
these sins did not keep him away from her. Quite the opposite. Her sins drew him to her, 
because these sins needed to be taken care of. 

So this is not a case of a Jewish man mistakenly speaking to an adulterous Samaritan 
woman. It is a case of the eternal God in human flesh knowingly confronting his lost child and 
promising her eternal salvation. 

 
And this is true worship. This is what it means to worship the Father “in Spirit and Truth.” 
I’ll make a really long explanation really short and just say, when Jesus speaks of “Spirit and 

Truth,” that should be with a capital “S” and a capital “T,” because these are references to the 
Holy Spirit and himself. As he has just demonstrated, Jesus Christ is “Truth Incarnate” (cf. 14:6). 
True worshippers worship the Father in the Holy Spirit and in Jesus Christ. If you’re curious 
about the reasons to understand the text this way, ask me later, and I’ll enjoy explaining all the 
technical details. But for now it is enough to understand that, while true worship is not 
confined to a mountain either in Samaria or Judea, it is exclusively located in the Holy Spirit and 
in Jesus Christ. No one comes to the Father, except through Jesus Christ (14:6), and it is the 
Holy Spirit who convinces us of this. 

Jesus Christ is the one—the only one—who offers to the Father the righteousness he 
requires. His sacrifice on the cross is the only real payment for sin. 

Throughout the Old Testament there were sacrifices for sin. That’s what Old Testament 
worship consisted of. Worship meant sacrifice. The debate between Jews and Samaritans was 
about which mountain God accepted sacrifices from. But Jesus says neither. Those sacrifices 
never took away sin. They only looked forward to the one sacrifice that takes away sin for all 
time—the sacrifice of the sinless Son of God. So Jesus Christ is the only one who offers to God 
the worship he requires. And through Jesus Christ, God accepts all kinds of sinners as righteous. 

You and I have nothing to offer God but sin and guilt. It is Jesus Christ, and Jesus Christ 
alone, who can offer the Father the righteousness he requires in true worship. Jesus has done 
this for you in his sacrificial death. It has been done once and for all. So now Christian worship 
does not consist of us offering sacrifices to God. That has already been done, and it can’t be 
done again. So worship consists of us simply receiving forgiveness from him. 

In Christian worship, we experience the same thing that adulterous Samaritan woman 
experienced. We come into the presence of someone who can see right through us. He sees our 
thoughts. He knows our past sins, as well as our future sins. He sees our depravity. But he does 
not avoid us, or shun us, or even condemn us. We don’t need to hide, because he comes to us 
in mercy. He seeks out his lost children in order to give us eternal salvation. 

So Christian worship is simply this: depraved people receiving living water from the only 
person who truly knows us. Thanks be to God. Amen. 

 
Now may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). Amen. 


