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1


The Possibilities of the Christian Life


Jesus answered and said unto her, Whosoever drinketh of this water shall thirst again: But whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life. (John 4:13–14)


I would like to consider with you the famous story of our Lord’s meeting with the woman of Samaria, which is found in the fourth chapter of John’s Gospel. It is difficult to think of any particular text from that chapter because I want to consider the story with you in general, but perhaps it is only right that we should isolate verses 13–14. I am not proposing to expound these verses now. I want merely to introduce the subject.


For some time now we have been studying John’s Gospel [Editor’s note: in earlier sermons), and we have been doing this in a particular manner.1 Our concern has not been so much to go through the Gospel verse by verse as to expound and illustrate its great central theme. And I have been suggesting that the theme, in many ways, is to be found in the sixteenth verse of the first chapter where we read, “And of his fulness have all we received, and grace for grace.” In other words, the theme of this Gospel is the fullness of the Lord Jesus Christ available for his people; or, to put it another way, the theme of this Gospel is eternal life.


In John 10 we read that our Lord said, “The thief cometh not, but for to steal, and to kill, and to destroy: I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly” (v. 10), and we see that same emphasis here in John 4. So we are picking out that theme because this is, after all, what Christianity means, this is the Christian offer, the Christian possibility. Our whole trouble, surely, is that we fail to realize this: we are ever reducing the gospel, making something small out of it, something that we do, our practice of religion. The tragedy is that we think of our own selves and our busyness and our own activity instead of realizing that there is the wonderful possibility of receiving his fullness and more and more of it, “grace for [or upon] grace,” “springing up into everlasting life.” And this failure, it seems to me, is the greatest tragedy of all.


In the church today the tendency is to look at the world all the time and to see the tragedy of the world. That is perfectly right, of course; the church is to be evangelistic. But the question is, how is the church to be evangelistic? And I contend that what the New Testament itself tells us, and what the history of the church tells us, is that the church is most successful evangelistically when she herself is as she ought to be. Why are the masses of the people outside the church? I do not hesitate to say that the reason is that they fail to see in us anything that attracts them, anything that creates within them a desire to receive what we have, or anything that rebukes them and condemns them for their way of living. Not that we should necessarily put that into words, but it should be seen.


It was by the quality of its life that the church conquered the ancient world, and that is how she has always conquered during times of reformation and revival. It is revival that has been the greatest means of evangelism, and revival means Christian people, members of the Christian church, suddenly being awakened by the power and the enlightenment of the Spirit to the possibilities of the Christian life. And there is no doubt, I repeat, that the trouble at the present time is that we are living so far short of what is offered to us and of what is possible to us.


Have we received our Lord’s fullness? Are we receiving it progressively? These are the all-important questions. If this well of water is not within us, we are not only robbing ourselves of the riches of his grace, but we also become unworthy representatives of the gospel, and the world outside remains in ignorance and in darkness. So the high road to revival and to evangelism is a church that realizes what she ought to be, what she can be. And when I say, “church,” I mean, of course, every one of us as individuals. The church consists of a number of believers. It is not something theoretical, on paper. It is you, it is I, it is all of us. And so we face this great theme together.


Now the fullness of life available to us is, I repeat, the theme of John’s Gospel. Sometimes the message is explicit and direct, as we have it here, and sometimes the Gospel puts it in terms of an anecdote, a story, an illustration—how our Lord called certain men, or how he behaved at the marriage feast in Cana of Galilee or in the Temple in Jerusalem, or how he dealt with a man called Nicodemus (the great theme of the third chapter of John). So it is direct and indirect, explicit and implicit. But it is always there. The wonderful thing about the Gospels is that they present their teaching to us in such an interesting variety of ways. Further, the teaching is most instructive with regard to the hindrances that block our receiving this fullness. The Gospels are of great value to us because humanity does not change, we are all still the same. So here, in these pictures, we see how people stumbled and what it was that held them back from this blessing, and this remains true today. So we take up this theme of the fullness of life offered by our Lord, and we take it up in terms of this great old familiar story of our Lord’s dealings with the woman of Samaria.


Now it is customary to take this incident, this story, in an evangelistic sense. The woman is an unbeliever, and we are shown here how she is brought to belief. But though that is true, the message is as applicable to us as believers as it is to an unbeliever. For the astounding thing is that even when we have come into the Christian life, we tend to go on repeating the same old mistakes and carry over with us certain characteristics and habits. The apostle Paul makes this very point in dealing with the members of the church at Corinth. They had believed the gospel, they were Christian people, and he writes to them as a church, but this is what he says to them: “I have fed you with milk, and not with meat: for hitherto ye were not able to bear it, neither yet now are ye able” (1 Cor. 3:2). “And I still have to do that,” he says in effect, “because of your condition. Though you are now Christians, you are reverting to the old way of thinking, and I must get you out of that. The principles of the gospel are still the same.” That was the essence of the primary problem at Corinth. They were tending to introduce their old worldly wisdom even into the message concerning the cross. So Paul had to go back to first principles, and he constantly had to repeat them all the way through the epistle.


It is the simplest thing in the world for me to show you that the way in which our Lord handles this woman of Samaria is not only applicable to the handling of an unbeliever but also of believers who for some reason or another have not known much about this fullness and “grace for grace,” who have known very little about this condition in which we “never thirst.” So let us look at this story from this standpoint—it is put before us in a dramatic manner. For now I just want to introduce it to you because there are many general lessons here that we neglect at our peril. Indeed, some of these general lessons are, I think we will agree, among the most encouraging and moving aspects of this whole doctrine.


There are just two people to consider—the woman of Samaria and our blessed Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Let us look at this woman for a moment. What do we learn from her as we consider her in general? The first thing, surely—and this is wonderful—is that the great and glorious blessing of the Christian gospel is offered to all types of people. This is what I have sometimes described as the romantic element in the gospel, and in these Scriptures you cannot help being struck by it. Take, for instance, the third chapter of John, which is mainly given over to that great man Nicodemus, a ruler of Israel, an erudite man, an important man in every respect. You cannot imagine a greater contrast than that between Nicodemus and the woman of Samaria; yet the same Lord deals with the two people, and he is concerned about precisely the same message.


Look at the contrast: man—woman; Jew—Samaritan. These are not just empty terms. In verse 9 of John 4 we are told in passing that Jews had no dealings with Samaritans. We will have to come to the specific meaning of that later. But there was an old feud, an old trouble, between them, so that in the ancient world Nicodemus, a Jew, and the woman, a Samaritan, presented a remarkable contrast. There was also, of course, the contrast, between men and women. Whatever else Christianity may have done, it has been the overriding power that has liberated woman and given her a standing that she had never had before. In the ancient world women were despised, and it was felt that certain things were not possible to them at all. But one of the central themes of the gospel is that in Christ Jesus, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28)—which means that from the standpoint of salvation, from the standpoint of obtaining these great and glorious blessings, the distinction between male and female is gone. This is a misunderstanding that should never have come about in connection with the things of God. The difference between man and woman, however, is not abrogated, and when you come to applications and positions in the church and various other things, the essential distinction is still maintained in the teaching.


So in this story we are at once reminded that the blessings are open to all types of people: woman as well as man; Samaritan as well as Jew. But an ignorant woman! Not a learned man, not a teacher, not a Pharisee well versed in the Law, but a hardworking woman. But still more, a woman who is a flagrant sinner. That comes out in the course of the conversation.


“Jesus saith to her, Go, call thy husband, and come hither.”


And the woman says, “I have no husband.”


“Thou hast well said, I have no husband,” says our Lord. “For thou hast had five husbands; and he whom thou now hast is not thy husband: in that saidst thou truly” (vv. 16–18)


That is a typical picture of life among such people—sin, open and unashamed. But it is in contrast with that remarkable man Nicodemus, who is not only a great teacher but also a good and highly moral man, a religious man. And the marvelous truth that this story teaches us here, at the very beginning, is that all that our Lord has to give, this “fulness” (John 1:16), is as open to people like the woman of Samaria as it is to the Nicodemuses of this world. Have you not often been struck by this—that the glorious statement recorded in verses 13–14 is made to this woman? That is why I say it is a very grievous mistake only to apply this story evangelistically. There is nothing higher in the whole realm of Scripture for any Christian than this:


Whoever drinketh of this water shall thirst again: but whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life.


That is the topmost level of Christianity, and it is spoken to the woman of Samaria! This is something that we must lay hold of. Furthermore, it is to this same woman that our Lord says, “I that speak unto thee am he” (v. 26). It is to her that he says explicitly, in a way that he did not to others, that he is the Messiah.


Why are we emphasizing this point? Because if you go through the history of the church you will find there has always been a tendency to think that what may be called “the higher reaches” of the Christian life, the profound experiences of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ and of the Holy Spirit, are reserved for certain special people. You are familiar with what may be called the “Catholic” type of teaching. It starts by dividing Christian people into two groups—the religious and the laity, special Christians and ordinary Christians—and then says that only those who go in for the cultivation of the soul in this special manner can ever hope to arrive at the high and great and glorious experiences of the Christian life.


Many books trace this teaching. One of the best is the Bampton Lectures of 1928 by Kenneth Kirk, published under the title The Vision of God.2 Kirk traces this idea in the experience of God’s people throughout the centuries, bringing out this well-known fact very clearly. It is at the basis of the whole concept of monasticism. The teaching is that if you want to have high and exalted spiritual experiences, then you must go out of life, as it were; they are not for you if you are in business or engaged in the ordinary affairs of life. A housewife? It is impossible—she does not have the time. This is a full-time occupation. So you segregate yourself. You go off into a cell, and there you spend your time cultivating the soul. This view, of course, is also at the very root of the whole idea of mysticism, which takes you painfully through various stages until you arrive at the ultimate stage of illumination, high knowledge that leads to such glorious experiences.


Now this is an attitude that we have tended to carry over with us into Protestantism, but it is quite wrong. It is untrue to the teaching of the Scriptures, and even if we had no other, this case of the woman of Samaria would be more than sufficient in and of itself to put us right. Nothing depends on us—nothing at all. The woman of Samaria is the absolute proof of that. We must never say, “I’m just an ordinary Christian; these realms are not for me.” They are for you. They are all for everybody. The woman of Samaria is a great pillar, as it were, announcing this fact, calling attention to it. We must not indulge in these artificial and unscriptural divisions and distinctions. Nor must we evade the challenge of our Lord’s words by saying, “Ah, well, of course, I wish . . . but I can’t.” That thinking is wrong.


Let me elaborate. Let us look for a moment at the unexpectedness of this event and its surprising character. It is just an ordinary day in the life of the woman of Samaria. She has her house to look after; she has food and drink to provide, we do not know for how many. But we do know it is essential that she go to this particular well to draw water. We do not know exactly how far she has to walk, but it is not difficult to see that it must be a fair distance because she regards it as an arduous task. When our Lord makes his great statement, she says, “Sir, give me this water, that I thirst not, neither come hither to draw.” She has to go back and forth, often perhaps in the blazing sun. Some suggest that it is because of her character that she has gone at the sixth hour (v. 6), that is, at midday, the hottest time of the day. If she were to go at the usual times for drawing water, the other women would look at her, and she knows everybody is talking about her because of her immoral life. So a kind of shame makes her choose the hottest time of the day. So she arrives at the well on an ordinary day, expecting nothing at all to happen—the humdrum character of a life of sin. Then suddenly there is this encounter; this amazing thing happens that changes her whole life. There is this complete revolution—from nothing to fullness.


Now here again, I suggest to you, is one of the most wonderful and glorious aspects of the Christian life. There is no life as romantic as this. In every other view of life you can more or less anticipate what is going to happen. Oh, I know there are surprises now and again, but there is nothing in any way comparable to this. This is what, to me, makes a meeting in the house of God so amazing. It is the essence of the romance of preaching. I never know what is going to happen when I enter the pulpit. I do not control it. That is the wonder of it, the glory of it. A man who does control it is a poor preacher and a still poorer Christian. Oh, the unexpectedness! You go perhaps out of routine, you do things because you are called to do them and because you are expected to do them, and you may have come into a state in which you expect nothing to happen. But suddenly the Lord is there, and you are amazed at the consequences. The hymn by William Cowper sums it up so well:


Sometimes a light surprises


The Christian while he sings;


It is the Lord who rises


With healing in his wings.


Let me emphasize this point. Many Christian people today have come into a kind of humdrum state of existence—not necessarily because of anything that is wrong in them. Maybe you are one of those people. You may be a busy housewife or a busy man earning money to provide for your family. There is work to be done, there are mouths to be fed, there are clothes to be dealt with—all these tasks; and it is the simplest thing in the world to settle down, as it were, into a routine in which you expect nothing to happen. You just continue on “the daily round, the common task,” the drudgery of life.


Possibly one of the most devastating things that can happen to us as Christians is that we cease to expect anything to happen. This may be one of our greatest troubles today. We come to our services, and they are orderly, they are nice—we come, we go—and sometimes they are timed almost to the minute. But that is not Christianity, my friend. Where is the Lord of glory? Where is the one sitting by the well? Are we expecting him? Do we anticipate this? Are we open to it? Are we aware that we are ever facing this glorious possibility of having the greatest surprise of our life?


Or let me put it like this. You may feel and say, as many do, “I was converted and became a Christian. I’ve grown—I’ve grown in knowledge, I’ve been reading books, I’ve been listening to sermons—but I’ve arrived now at a sort of peak, and all I do is maintain that. For the rest of my life I will just go on like this.”


My friend, you must get rid of that attitude; you must get rid of it once and forever. That is religion—it is not Christianity. This is Christianity: the Lord appears! Suddenly, in the midst of the drudgery and the routine and the sameness and the dullness and the drabness, unexpectedly, surprisingly, he meets with you, and he says something to you that changes the whole of your life and your outlook and lifts you to a level that you had never conceived could be possible for you. Oh, if we get nothing else from this story, I hope we will get this. Do not let the devil persuade you that you have all you are going to get, still less that you received all you were ever going to receive when you were converted. That has been a popular teaching, even among evangelicals. You get everything at your conversion, it is said, and nothing further, ever. Oh, do not believe it; it is not true. It is not true to the teaching of the Scriptures, it is not true in the experience of the saints running down the centuries. There is always this glorious possibility of meeting with him in a new and a dynamic way.


And I will emphasize that further by putting it like this: often this comes to us in the line of ordinary duty. The woman of Samaria was not in a religious service when she met our Lord. She was doing her daily work, her regular task. This is another great Protestant principle. Martin Luther rediscovered it, in a sense—at least, it was given to him to see it. And he put it in his own dramatic way. He said that you could be serving the Lord and knowing the Lord and realizing his presence just as much if you were a chambermaid brushing the floor as if you were a monk in a cell counting your beads and fasting and sweating and praying. That is the basis of the whole Protestant notion of vocation, but I am now using it in the sense that at any moment there is a great and a grand and a glorious possibility of meeting our Lord.


A minister friend was undergoing a great trial. He and his wife were passing through an unusually difficult period in their lives—sickness was involved—and as far as he was concerned, everything was calculated to crush his wife. But he told me how one evening, at the very depths of the depression and trial and tribulation that had overtaken them as a little family, his wife, having put the children to bed, went to read her daily portion of Scripture.


Now there are people, of course, who say that if you do not read the Bible and pray the first thing in the morning, it is terrible, but she did not have the time in the mornings—she had a husband and children to see to. The time does not matter. Do not become the slaves of systems, my dear friends; be open. It is not when you read the Bible that is important, it is how you read it. And the woman was right: she knew that having put the children to bed, she would have a little quiet. So she went, not expecting anything, just doing something that was routine. But suddenly she found that her Lord was there, and she had the most marvelous experience of her life, an experience that enabled her not only to have an entirely new view of what was happening to them but also to help her husband, and soon they entered into a position of release and victory.


Now this is a great principle. The experience of meeting the Lord is not confined to certain places. Of course, we must come to certain places. Do not misunderstand me. I am not foolish enough to become a devotee of this latest vogue of talking about “religionless Christianity,” which says that churches are not needed. That is just nonsense, of course, even apart from being unscriptural. But what I am saying is this: do not think that such experiences only happen in a church. They can happen to you anywhere. The Lord can come anywhere. That is one of the great messages of this story—and I will be elaborating on that—“neither in this mountain, nor yet at Jerusalem,” but by the side of a well—anywhere in the line of ordinary duty.


The other point I would like to stress—and to me this is an essential part of this message and is of very real significance—is that our Lord deals with this woman alone. This is not accidental. The disciples have gone into the neighboring town to buy provisions, leaving our Lord there alone, and the woman, probably for the reason I have given you, is also alone. So at the side of the well they meet alone. I think this is an important principle with regard to this whole question of truly receiving his fullness. What I mean is that in this incident there is an emphasis upon the personal element in our faith; this is an emphasis that we must not forget. Our Lord, I am going to show you, has contrived the circumstances so he can talk to this woman alone.


If we neglect the personal element in the Christian faith, we will go wrong all along the line. It is personal in the matter of our original salvation. You are not saved in crowds; you are saved individually. We come to a personal knowledge of God; we have personal dealings with God. It was a sad and sorry day in the history of the Christian church when the Emperor Constantine took the Roman Empire into the Christian church. She has never really recovered from that. You cannot be saved in families; you cannot be saved in countries; you cannot be saved in whole churches. Conversion may happen to a number of people in the same service, but it is always intensely personal and individual. So conforming to a certain moral or ethical pattern does not make you a Christian. There must be a personal encounter with Jesus Christ, personal dealing, personal knowledge.


I could illustrate this from many places in the Scripture, but one of the most tender and beautiful examples is found in the book of the prophet Hosea. The prophet is dealing with the church in the Old Testament; his book is specifically a message to the church, which is depicted as a faithless wife. But here is the message in Hosea 2:14: “Therefore”—having described her sinfulness and unfaithfulness—“behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak comfortably unto her.” She will be taken out of the towns, out of the busyness of life, into a wilderness, a solitary place. There will be this isolation, this personal element. I will take her there, says God, and in the isolation and the emptiness of the wilderness I will “speak comfortably unto her.”


Now this aloneness is an essential principle in connection with the whole of this particular teaching about the fullness of God. In the records of people who have been led into some deep knowledge of God you will often find that they have first of all been led into a wilderness. There has been a kind of isolation, a solitary meeting by the well-side. The principle, it seems to me, is that it is possible for us all to go on living the rest of our Christian lives as ordinary Christians: “I was saved on such-and-such a date, gave my testimony, was baptized, and am a member of a church. There I am, and I will go on being like that.” There are many such people. They have never grown, and they die almost exactly as they were at their conversion.


You, too, can go on being an ordinary Christian, but you can also know something about this “well of water.” And if you are to become such a person, you will find that he will “allure” you, he will separate you, he will speak to you alone. Nothing may be happening to anybody else—do not worry about that. He will draw you. Perhaps it will be to a wilderness. He may have to lead you through a period of tribulation; he may not. That is not the point at the moment. The point I am making is that this must be intensely personal.


A philosopher once wisely said about these matters, “Religion is what a man does with his own solitude.” And that is true. However, I prefer it as it was put by Pascal, who was one of the great teachers on this subject. He was a man who had this meeting with the Lord by the side of the well, a man to whom this same great and glorious message was given in different words. And he put it like this: “All the miseries of mankind arise from his inability to sit still in his own room.” Now if that statement applied to men and women three hundred years ago—as it certainly did—how much more so today?


One of the most difficult things in life is to be still. There is so much noise—the noises of the world, exaggerated by television, radio, and so on. Noise! But you have to be still, you must stop, you must be isolated, you must think. You cannot meet with the Lord in the midst of the noise and the bustle and the fury of life. You may be a very busy person, but stillness is still possible. You must be quiet in your own room. It is only then that you are likely to meet with him. Stillness is one of the great prerequisites.


My dear friend, I am holding before you a glorious possibility. I do not care who you are or what you are or what your work is—I am not interested in any of these things. This one case gives me authority to say this: the fullness of the Lord is open to you. So do not evade it on any grounds or bring up any arguments. This woman demolishes all your arguments. If you have not consciously received Jesus’ fullness and are not rejoicing in it more and more, troubles are yours, and we shall be considering what these troubles are.


However, let us go on and take a brief glance at our blessed Lord himself. Another great lesson of this story is that this fullness is all in him, and it is all of him. As I have shown you, there is nothing in the woman of Samaria. In that sense, virtually nothing is postulated of us at all. Oh, what amazes one in this story is the glory of his person and the wonder of what he does! Have you ever looked at it like this? Look at him. What do we read here? “He must needs go through Samaria. Then cometh he to a city of Samaria . . . Jacob’s well was there.” Then notice this: “Jesus therefore, being wearied with his journey, sat thus on the well” (which means, “by the side of the well,” the surroundings being included in the word “well”), “and it was about the sixth hour. There cometh a woman of Samaria to draw water: Jesus saith unto her, Give me to drink.”


Now what does this tell us? It tells us that our Lord is tired and sits down to rest. He is too weary to go with his disciples to the city to buy provisions. Moreover, he is thirsty. So he asks the woman for a drink of water after she has drawn it from the well.


“What about it?” you ask.


What about it! My dear friend, that is the essence of the Christian message. Who is this sitting at this well? Who is this who is thirsty?


Who is this so weak and helpless,


Child of lowly Hebrew maid . . .


Who is he? And that is the astounding thing:


’Tis the Lord of all creation,


Who this wondrous path hath trod.


WILLIAM WALSHAM HOW


Who is this who is weary? He is the Creator of the universe; it is by him that all things have been made. Who is this who asks the Samaritan woman for a drink of water? He is the one for whom the whole cosmos has been created. He is the one who, according to the first chapter of the Epistle to the Hebrews, is “. . . upholding all things by the word of his power” (v. 3).


What does this mean? Have we become so accustomed to the Christian message that we are no longer thrilled and amazed and astounded by it? This is the glory of the message of Christian salvation—the Incarnation. Our Lord has humbled himself for our sakes. He is the Lord of glory still, though he is weary and sits down and is thirsty. What has happened? It is this: in order that you and I might have this well of water in us, he has laid aside the signs of his eternal glory, he has been born in the likeness of man, he has been born, indeed, in the likeness of sinful flesh (Rom. 8:3). “And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). And he does not have an artificial body; it is as true a body as yours and mine. He is exhausted, and he is thirsty, and he has done all this and humbled himself in order that we might have this great gift, this great blessing of eternal life.


Now I am putting it like this because if we do not know this fullness of life, it means, in a sense, that we really have not understood the whole doctrine. What right have we to say, “I only want forgiveness from him; I only want to avoid hell” and stop at that? No, no; he came “that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly” (John 10:10). Let us never forget this. So if the devil tempts you and says, “This is not for you,” then say, “It is! I know he has done all this for me.”


So look at him. Not only did our Lord come from heaven to earth, he subjected himself to our frailties and our weaknesses. He was “made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem them that were under the law, that we might receive the adoption of sons” (Gal. 4:4–5) His was a true physical body; he was truly man. He knows something about our frailties.


But in this story he gives himself still further. Can you not see this additional outstanding aspect—that though he is tired and thirsty, he keeps that on one side, he pushes it back, because he is much more concerned about the woman’s real thirst, her real need. He is not thinking about himself—he is thinking about her; and even when he asks for water, his ultimate objective is not so much that he may slake his thirst as that he may introduce the subject of salvation and this fullness. And our Lord is still like that:


In every pang that rends the heart


The Man of Sorrows had a part.


MICHAEL BRUCE


Does this not stand out about him throughout the pages of the four Gospels? Look at him there on the cross in the agony and the pain and the shame of it all; look at him crying out, “I thirst.” We cannot imagine the agony that he was suffering, and yet you remember that even there he turned aside to help that dying thief who was aware of his desperate need and administered to him the word of comfort and of salvation.


So let us draw blessed encouragement and consolation from all this. He is the Lord of glory. He has all knowledge. Look at him as he talks to this woman; look at his behavior. He knows all about her. He knows all about her immoral life—and she is amazed at that. And he knows all about each of us. He knows all about our needs, our troubles and cares. “For we have not an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities; but was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin” (Heb. 4:15). What a sympathetic High Priest! He is your High Priest if you are a Christian. Go to him; let nothing hinder you.


I must emphasize one other point, and it rises from this interesting phrase that we find in the fourth verse: “And he must needs go through Samaria.” What does this mean? Most of the best commentators are quite agreed on the meaning, and it seems to me to be beyond any doubt. Some translate these words, “it behooved him to go”; others, “it was necessary for him to go.” Does this mean that there was only one road between Jerusalem and Galilee? No! It does happen to have been the shortest, but it was not the only road; he could have gone at least two other ways. So these words do not indicate a physical necessity. What then? It is a spiritual necessity. This is not an accident but part of the great plan. Again, here is one of the most astounding things about this whole gospel of salvation and what it offers us. The real force of these words is this: “he was aware of a compulsion sending him through Samaria.” What is it? It is the meeting with the woman of Samaria.


This meeting serves many purposes, as we shall see. We have already seen that our Lord wanted to break down the division between Jews and Samaritans, between men and women. But the great thing is that it was not an accident. In this realm nothing is accidental. Is it not one of the great marks of the Christian salvation that God planned it before the foundation of the world? Not only that, he knew us individually before the foundation of the world. Our names were written in the Lamb’s Book of Life before we were ever born. This is glorious! This is wonderful! The whole doctrine of the call is involved in this phrase. He knows us one by one and knows all about us, and he meets us: “he must needs . . .” He knows this compulsion. He knew it in the days of his flesh, and he singled out this woman, as he did others of whom we read at the end of the first chapter of John’s Gospel.


How surprised Nathanael was when our Lord said to him, “Before that Philip called thee, when thou wast under the fig tree, I saw thee” (John 1:48). He constantly says, “Mine hour is not yet come” (for example, John 2:4). There was always “the hour.” Everything is a part of God’s great plan and purpose of salvation. The Son of God comes to meet us in his own appointed time and way. As we have seen, from our standpoint we never know when. We must always be expectant, always open, always, as it were, anticipating by faith. But he comes! “And he must needs go through Samaria.”


These are subjects that ought to thrill us to the depth of our beings. It is what he does. We would not be here at all but for that. It is he who has already met you and spoken to you and called you out of darkness into his light, and he will go on doing that. This is his principle of operation. Never lose sight of his constant personal interest and concern. And it is this constraining love of his that leads him to do it. Who knows whether, in his glorious plan and eternal wisdom, the hour appointed when he will meet with you in some hitherto unknown and unexpected and unanticipated manner may not be at hand. Thank God we are his workmanship, and the work that he began is a work that he will continue. So Paul wrote, “. . . work out your own salvation with fear and trembling. For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do his good pleasure” (Phil. 2:12–13).


There, then, are just some preliminary principles and lessons that we learn as we take a general glimpse at this amazing, unexpected meeting between the Lord of glory and the woman of Samaria. May God bless them and apply them to our individual souls.
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Our Lord’s Approach and Our Prejudice


Jesus answered and said unto her, Whosoever drinketh of this water shall thirst again: but whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life. (John 4:13–14)


W e are looking at this great story of our Lord’s encounter and dealing with the woman of Samaria from the standpoint of the light that it throws on our spiritual condition and because of the possibilities that it shows us of this spiritual, this Christian life into which we have come. The story is, of course, primarily concerned with evangelism, but the principles that govern evangelism are exactly the same as the principles that continue to govern the whole Christian life, and as I have indicated, there is here conceivably some of the richest teaching on the subject that we will ever find anywhere. The Son of God came into the world not merely to procure forgiveness of sins but also to give us the life that is life indeed, this fullness that never fails—and that is the subject matter here.


But, of course, the story does not merely consist of this statement. We are given many details about what happened between our Lord and this woman, and these show us how he dealt with the whole situation. So we have begun by taking a general view of the whole story. It is a great mistake simply to isolate certain verses of Scripture. Nothing in Scripture is unimportant. Keep your eye on everything; examine everything. There are amazing riches and most encouraging teaching to be found here if we only take the trouble to look. So we considered the woman of Samaria in general and learned certain lessons from her. And then we ended by looking at our Lord himself and at all the amazing things we are told here about him.


But there is one further important aspect of our Lord himself and his dealing with this situation that I am anxious to put before you for your consideration, for here again I think you will find that we will derive not only instruction but also great encouragement, and that is the object of all that we are attempting to do.


Look at our Lord’s method—it is most important. The way in which he deals with this whole situation tells us a great deal about ourselves. The wonderful thing is that he still works in the same way with us. He is still the same in the glory. John, in the first chapter of the book of Revelation, tells us about the vision, the revelation, that he had of our Lord, and he writes, “And when I saw him, I fell at his feet as dead.” But this same Lord, John says, “laid his right hand upon me, saying unto me, Fear not; I am the first and the last” (Rev. 1:17). That is what he did while he was here in the days of his flesh, and he is still doing it. He is still “the Lamb that was slain” (Rev. 5:12). He who once was dead is “alive for evermore” (Rev. 1:18). He works now, of course, chiefly through the Holy Spirit. But it is his action.


You remember how Luke starts his second book, the book of the Acts of the Apostles: “The former treatise have I made, O Theophilus, of all that Jesus began both to do and to teach” (1:1); and then Luke goes on to tell Theophilus of the continuing work of the Lord Jesus Christ that he does through the Holy Spirit. And the comfort to us through this story in John 4 is that the way our Lord handled the woman of Samaria is the way he handles us. So we meet together in church with the feeling uppermost in our minds that our being there is not accidental. “He must needs go through Samaria” in order to meet the woman of Samaria; he meets with us in the same way. Let us realize that. We may think we go there from custom or out of habit, but believe me, if you are in his hands, there is more to it than that. He arranges these things for our good and for our eternal benefit.


Let us now look at our Lord’s method. We notice first that he is always in control. That is what strikes us on the very surface of this story. The meeting appears to be accidental, but it is not. Watch how he handles the whole situation from beginning to end. Thank God for this. It is our comfort, our greatest consolation. If he were not in control, not a single one of us would ever be saved and arrive in the glory. The woman with her glibness and her cleverness talks a lot and wriggles, as I am going to show you, but he is in control. Be very careful what you are doing. If you are a Christian at all, he commands your situation, and he will bring you to the desired end.


The author of the Epistle to the Hebrews puts it like this: “Whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth, and scourgeth every son whom he receiveth” (12:6). If you are one of his people, be careful, I say again. He has taken hold of you, you are in his hands, and if you do not come willingly in response to his appeal, he will still get you there. “For whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth and scourgeth every son whom he receiveth.” If you are in control of your religion, I doubt whether you are a Christian at all. If you are not conscious of being in his hands and of being dealt with, I think you had better examine your foundations again. Once he sets his heart and affection upon a person, he always takes charge, and he does not let go. So at this moment a very searching question we must each ask ourselves is, who is in charge of my life? If we know that we are in his hands, we have the greatest comfort and the greatest consolation that a human soul can ever have.


But then I immediately want to add to that our Lord’s amazing gentleness. Look at his gentleness with this woman! Remember her character—she is living in adultery and has been for some time. Notice that he does not bludgeon her; he does not force the situation. He is in control, but that does not mean bullying people; it does not mean doing violence to them or dragooning them. Our Lord never did that. We are told that in him was verified the prophecy from Isaiah, “A bruised reed shall he not break, and the smoking flax shall he not quench: he shall bring forth judgment unto truth” (42:3). I say once more, thank God for this, for what are all of us but bruised reeds or smoking flax?


With smoking flax there is a good deal of smoke, but is there any fire? It is almost impossible to tell, and our tendency is to stamp it out. We say that it is only smoldering, that the fire has gone out; so we crush it. But our Lord does not do that, and I repeat, if he did, none of us would be in the church. In fact, our Lord does the exact opposite. One is amazed at his gentleness with this woman. And this is the experience of all the saints. Philip Doddridge, in his hymn “O Happy Day That Fixed My Choice,” puts it like this:


He drew me, and I followed on;


Charmed to confess the voice divine.


“He drew me”! Doddridge is thinking of that word in the book of the prophet Hosea: “I drew them with cords of a man, with bands of love: and I was to them as they that take off the yoke on their jaws, and I laid meat unto them” (11:4). He draws. He never drives.


Now we are always in danger of forgetting this, are we not? We want to foist our opinions upon people and force them to accept what we say. But it cannot be done in this realm, and in any case we are unlike our Master when we attempt to do that. Oh, the gentleness! Or take it as the apostle Paul puts it in Romans 8:14: “For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, they are the sons of God.” Did you notice how Paul puts it? The sons of God are those who are “led” by the Spirit—not driven, not carried, but “led.” The Spirit persuades, he puts the truth to us, he enlightens us, he leads us on. This is a most remarkable aspect of this great story.


As we consider our own spiritual lives and experiences, we must always remember our Lord’s gentleness. Do not forget that the Holy Spirit is said to resemble a dove. He woos; he leads; he persuades; he suggests; he works in us “both to will and to do of his good pleasure” (Phil. 2:13). He can be grieved, too, and he can be quenched. So here is a great lesson for us. We are in a realm that is very sensitive, that of the soul, the spirit. We are in a realm that is quite unlike the clash and the clamor of the world outside. We forget that at our peril and to our very great loss.


Another aspect of our Lord’s approach is what I may call his indirect method. He goes to Samaria to meet this woman because he is concerned about her soul, but he does not immediately take hold of her and say, “Are you saved?” That is how some of us tend to speak, is it not? Our Lord has an indirect method. “There cometh a woman of Samaria to draw water: Jesus saith unto her, Give me to drink,” and as the conversation goes on, they seem to be talking at cross-purposes. Our Lord is putting a riddle to her, as it were. The woman asks, “How is it that thou, being a Jew, askest drink of me, which am a woman of Samaria? For the Jews have no dealings with the Samaritans.” Our Lord replies, “If thou knewest the gift of God, and who it is that saith to thee, Give me to drink; thou wouldest have asked of him, and he would have given thee living water.” She does not know who he is, and he knows that, and he knows that he is talking about a type of water about which she does not understand or know. But this is his method, and thus, gradually and indirectly, he brings her face-to-face with the vital truth.


What is the application to us? It is that our Lord still uses this same method with us, and we often miss his purpose because we do not realize it. We have an idea that our experiences of him must happen directly, in dramatic, climactic moments. They do sometimes, but not always by any means. You never know where you are going to find the Lord. You never know what kind of question is going to bring you to him.


I am an advocate of this indirect method. I have been saying for many years that the best method of evangelism is, to me, always the indirect approach. I am saying this in passing, but what an opportunity we have for evangelism as individuals at the present time. You do not always need to start by talking to people about their souls. Talk to them about the state of the world; talk to them about the state of society. Start there, a good way off, as it were, with a general question. And then as you handle that, you will be able to lead the conversation on to their own personal condition and the state of their own soul. That is how we are able to do with others as our Lord did with this woman.


You may well find that our Lord will teach you the most wonderful spiritual lessons you have ever had in a way that you would never have imagined. Certainly that is my experience, as it has been the experience of God’s people throughout the centuries. He may speak to you through a physical illness, something as far away from the spiritual context as you can imagine. It does not matter where he starts—he can use that to bring you to the center. If you will not listen to the preaching of the gospel, then perhaps you will listen when you are flat on your back in bed and cannot move and are cut off from all the things that keep you going. He does that kind of thing. The indirect method—questions that do not at first seem to be directly spiritual but lead you on until you come to the vital point. Be ready always to hear him; be ready to find him anywhere or for him to find you at any given point. You must not stereotype God’s methods. You must not work them out into steps or a technique or a rule. No, no; he does not work like that. He is the Lord of creation, and he varies his methods just as much as he varies the color of the flowers. So watch his methods and especially this indirect method.


The next thing we notice is how, by means of this indirect way, our Lord arouses the interest of this woman. He is a puzzle to her. She has never met anyone like this before. What is he doing? He is leading on to a great central statement—that is what he is doing; but he does it by arousing interest and creating curiosity. And he still does this; he creates desires and longings within us. We cannot understand them, we do not know why we have them, but that is his way. He will lead you to read a book of which you had never heard. He will somehow put it before you in a most amazing manner. It seems to be accidental, but it is not. He puts things in our way, or he stops certain things, or he suggests others. And all along he is arousing our curiosity—“What is this?” We may read a biography of a saint and say, “Is this Christianity? Well, if it is, I don’t have it, and if it is, then I ought to be concerned about it. I ought to be enjoying it and experiencing it.” In a thousand and one different ways he creates these longings and aspirations within us.


I simply ask a question at this point: has he aroused a longing in you for this well of water? Is there a dissatisfaction, a spiritual dissatisfaction? Do you know anything about this, or are you perfectly at ease and content, feeling that you have everything and know it all? Oh, when he deals with you, he will go on arousing this curiosity, this desire, this longing for something you have never hitherto known. This dis-ease, this lack of satisfaction, perhaps at first some vague longing for something that up to now you have not known, is a sure sign that he is dealing with you.


And that brings me to my next point, which is that our Lord leads us on from step to step. This is always a great characteristic of his method. Watch it in this story. There is a kind of sequence. From the very beginning he knows what he is doing; when he starts over there, he knows he is going to end here, and he brings us step by step, stage by stage. This principle is described in the Epistle to the Hebrews: “let us go on unto perfection” (Heb. 6:1). Go on! The Christian life is a life of growth, a life of development. You do not remain as you were when you were born as a babe in Christ. “But grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 3:18). It is an increasing life, a progressing life, a well of water that goes on springing up forever and ever “into everlasting life.”


The apostle Paul, at the height of his great experience as a Christian, gives an account in the third chapter of the Epistle to the Philippians of how he had been delivered from his old state and condition as a Jew. “Not having mine own righteousness, which is of the law, but that which is through the faith of Christ, the righteousness which is of God by faith.”


But he is not satisfied. What does he want? What is his greatest longing and desire? It is this: “that I may know him.”


But he does know him! Yes. It is because he knows him that he wants to know more and more of him and to know him better “and the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship of his sufferings, being made conformable unto his death; if by any means I might attain unto the resurrection of the dead.” I believe that is final spiritual perfection. Then he adds, and this is the point, “Not as though I had already attained, either were already perfect.”


He knows he is saved, he knows he is forgiven, he knows he is regenerate, but he has not fully attained yet unto perfection—“but I follow after.”


“Follow after”! There is one leading him, and he is following him—“if that I may apprehend that for which also I am [I have been] apprehended of [by] Christ Jesus. Brethren, I count not myself to have apprehended.”


In all its fullness, of course not; who can get a full comprehension of this? “But this one thing I do, forgetting those things which are behind, and reaching forth unto those things which are before, I press toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus” (vv. 9–14).


Paul presses toward the mark because he is being pressed. He has already said this in the second chapter, in these words:


Wherefore, my beloved, as ye have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling. For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of his good pleasure. (vv. 12–13)


This, then, is always true of our Lord’s method. He leads us on. Are you progressing? Do you know more about him and about these things than you did a year ago? He is never static. There are always deeper depths; there are always richer glories. Oh, to me there is nothing more pathetic than an old Christian who is always talking about his conversion and who stops there, as if nothing happened after that. It violates this great, glorious principle—growth, development, being led on by the Son of God until we reach absolute perfection.


Then notice—and thank God for this—our Lord’s wonderful patience. Is he not patient with this woman? Do we not all feel rebuked as we read the story? He puts up with her interjections, her clever remarks, her glibness, her debating points—he endures it all. We might spend our whole time on that. None of us would be here were it not for the patience of God and the patience of the Lord Jesus Christ. We read in the Old Testament of God’s patience and long-suffering with his ancient people: “suffered he their [evil] manners in the wilderness” (Acts 13:18). The foolish people! They insulted him, they spat upon his laws, they turned to the gods of the nations, but he did not blot them out of his book. They turned back to him when they were in trouble. Of course they did, the cowards, the cads! And we are all so like them. But his loving-kindness and his long-suffering and his patience never fail.


And we see our Lord’s long-suffering with this woman—his patience with her, his tolerance. It is based upon his knowledge and upon his power. He knows the end, so he is patient with us. He knows our condition; that is why he came into the world. He knows what men and women in sin are like in a way that we will never know. We know something about it, but we do not know it in its depths. He sees what utter victims we are of the devil and his powers and his influences. And so he knows that he must be patient with us. I repeat, he does not bludgeon or dragoon us, but he is so loving and patient with us in order that he may bring us to the desired end.


But the last point I would make concerning our Lord’s method, and again it stands out here so prominently, is his perseverance. He is not only patient, but because he is in charge, his patience assumes the form of perseverance and leads to it. Indeed, the patience is based upon the perseverance and his knowledge of the end. Read the story again, and watch how our Lord will not be sidetracked. The woman tries several times over, but he will not have it. He keeps on, he persists, until eventually he has brought her to face the vital question.


And it is still the same. As I said earlier, our Lord will not let us go. He does not let this woman go. She wriggles, she tries her best, but he perseveres. And this is our only hope. If it were not for his perseverance, there would be no such thing as the final perseverance of the saints. If it were left to us, we would all fail, every one of us. We have failed. How we know this! Paul says to the Ephesians, “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 2:10). Some say that the original idea there is, “We are his poem.” Or you can think of that verse in terms of a potter making some beautiful vase. The point in both cases is that God is the author, he is the artist, he is the maker. And he never leaves his work unfinished. We start things and then stop, leaving them in an imperfect condition. But our Lord cannot do that; he would deny himself if he did. He is God the Son; he is perfect.


He made the world perfect, and the regeneration will be perfect. We see all that in this story, in the way our Lord persists and perseveres with this woman until he brings her to the desired end.


The apostle Paul makes the same point to the Philippians. He is an old man, in prison, and there are rumors that the Emperor Nero may put him to death at any moment. But he is thinking of the little church in Philippi where there were quarrels and disputes, and you would imagine that he would be in the depth of depression. But he is not. This is what he says: “Being confident of this very thing, that he which hath begun a good work in you will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ” (Phil. 1:6). That is the rock on which we stand. As Jude says, “Now unto him that is able to keep you from falling, and to present you faultless before the presence of his glory with exceeding joy . . .” (Jude 24).


God says in his prophecy concerning this great salvation that was to come through his Son, “Yea, I have loved thee with an everlasting love” (Jer. 31:3)—not with a temporary love. As the poet so rightly states:


Mine is an unchanging love


Higher than the heights above,


Deeper than the depths beneath,


Free and faithful, strong as death.


WILLIAM COWPER (“HARK, MY SOUL, IT IS THE LORD”)


God’s love is changeless. It is absolute. It is eternal.


Paul refers elsewhere to this perseverance that is the perseverance of God, the perseverance of Christ. “Moreover”—listen to this logic—“whom he did predestinate, them he also called: and whom he called, them he also justified: and whom he justified, them he also glorified” (Rom. 8:30).


“But,” you say, “we’re not yet glorified.”


I know we are not in actual practice, but in the mind and the purpose and the plan of God we are already glorified, and if you are a Christian at all you will be glorified. Why? Well, the end of that chapter in Romans tells us:


For I am persuaded [I am absolutely certain] that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. (vv. 38–39)


Oh, our Lord’s perseverance! He will not let us go.


The work which his goodness began,


The arm of his strength will complete;


His promise is Yea and Amen,


And never was forfeited yet.


Things future, nor things that are now,


Nor all things below or above,


Can make him his purpose forgo,


Or sever my soul from his love.


AUGUSTUS TOPLADY (“A DEBTOR TO MERCY ALONE”)


I say once more, as I said at the beginning of this study of our Lord’s method, be careful, my dear friend. If he has started a good work in you, he will complete it. You may rebel, but you will suffer if you do. You may fight against him, but you are only bringing trouble upon yourself. You say, “But I want a bit of pleasure in the world. I’m young.” All right, go after it, but you will pay for it. If he has started a good work in you, he will finish it. If you try to remodel this mold, you will only be inviting the chisel and the hammer, and he will go on with his work until you are faultless and blameless and spotless in his presence in the glory everlasting.


Oh, let us learn these lessons as we thus look in general at our Lord’s dealing with the woman of Samaria. There is the foundation of all our hope. What hope would there be for the Christian church today if it were not the church of God? Look what men have done to her in the past centuries. Look what they are trying to do with her now. Look at what is happening. There would be no hope at all were it not that his purposes are forever sure. Whatever the position may be today, I know the ultimate is guaranteed. Though everything seems to be going the other way at the moment, that way will end in destruction. And however small a company the faithful people of God may be, it is all right—they shall shine as the sun. They will reflect the glory of God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.


The next step we come to is this one—the hindrances. Here is the goal: “Whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life.” Do you have this water? Do you know about it? If not, why not? It is because of hindrances, and the hindrances are entirely of our own making. That is one of the great lessons of this story. Look at this poor woman. There is the great offer, but look at the difficulties and the obstacles that she creates and raises, spiting herself, standing in her own light, and robbing herself of this great gift. See all the hindrances—there are many here, and we must deal with them because the things that hindered this woman are still hindering God’s people.


We are at a vital part of this teaching. It is no use my just saying, “Here is this well of water—do you have it?” Each of us must face the question, if I do not have it, why not? So I must deal with the hindrances as our Lord dealt with them in the case of this woman. He still does that—through preaching, through the Scripture, and in many other ways.


What are these hindrances? Well, some are immediately obvious on the surface. They are the prejudices that we hold in general. Look at this woman with her prejudice about Jews and Samaritans, about male and female, and with regard to worship, each of which I shall deal with on its own.


You may be saying, “You’re wrong to deal with this chapter as you are. You should be taking it evangelistically. The moment we become Christians we are no longer troubled by those questions of Jews and Samaritans and so on.”


Is that so? Are you so much of a novice in the spiritual life that you have not yet realized that many of these old prejudices follow us into the Christian life?


“But,” you say, “Paul wrote, ‘Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new’” (2 Cor. 5:17).


But does that mean you are therefore an entirely different person? Of course not. That idea is an abuse of Scripture. We must learn that we carry prejudices from the old life into the new life. This is not just my opinion; let me prove it to you. Look at the church at Corinth. Look at those early chapters of the First Epistle to the Corinthians. Paul there has to deal with the question of human, worldly wisdom because the members of the church at Corinth were beginning to bring that in. They had been converted, they were truly Christians, born again, but they were now beginning to look at the cross in a philosophic manner, and, Paul says, if you do that you are making it of no effect, and then he presents that great argument. But here is the material question: why were the Corinthians doing that? And there is only one answer: it was because they were Corinthians, because they were Greeks, because that was their background. Philosophy—understanding—reason! That was what they boasted of. Though they were in the Christian life, philosophy had trapped them, and Paul had great difficulty with them.


Of course, it was equally true of the Jews; you see them stumbling too. Even the apostle Peter stumbled over the question of going down to preach in the house of Cornelius. It took a vision to open his eyes. Peter! He was not only born again, he had also passed through Pentecost; yet the old Jewish prejudice was still there. And, indeed, Paul tells us in Galatians 2 how, later on at Antioch, Peter began to dissemble. You do not finish with the past; the old prejudices still tend to follow. The Epistle to the Hebrews would never have been written were it not that the people to whom it was written were Hebrews, and they, again, were tending to carry their old prejudices into the Christian life. You do not get rid of all your problems the moment you become a Christian. I know that evangelists sometimes give that impression in order to get results, but what they say is misleading, and that is why many people fall away or are disappointed. No, no; you must take the position as it is put in the Scriptures. You will find there that many prejudices tend to carry over into the Christian life and can stand between us and this great blessing.


What are they? Well, even nationality can hinder us! We must all bear this in mind. What is the place of nationality in Christianity, in the spiritual life? What a problem, what a question that is! It is very interesting to read the history of the church and the theological debates and see this influence creeping in. There is, of course, an essential difference between, say, an Englishman and a Scotsman. It is said that the Scots have theology in their bones and in their blood. Their history seems to indicate that. They are very different from the English, who are empiricists by nature and do not like definitions or too much reason. That kind of national background and prejudice is part of our makeup, and we do not finish with it when we become Christians. Then look at the Germans; their delight in words is characteristic of all German theology. The French outlook is very different, and the outlook of the Latin races is different again.


Now this, of course, can be exaggerated, and people have made too much of it. This was the whole thesis of a book I once read in which the writer said that you could explain whether people were Protestant, Reformed, Calvinistic, or Catholic in their doctrine purely in terms of climate. The further south, the nearer you go to the Equator, he said, the more likely you are to be Catholic; in the colder regions, the doctrine is harder—Calvinistic. And therefore it was not surprising that Calvinism came from John Calvin, who lived in Geneva. That author had quite forgotten that Calvin was a Frenchman! I am just showing you by illustration that these prejudices and predispositions tend to persist and to follow us. You cannot just say, “Ah, that woman was unconverted, and of course while you are unconverted you are full of prejudices.” Examine yourself, my friend. We must all examine ourselves. To what extent are we allowing prejudices to influence us and to govern us—not only national prejudices but traditions and customs, the way in which we have been brought up, our background?


Have you not found in your spiritual experience that there is often a very great difference between two Christian people as a result of their backgrounds? One of them has been brought up in a church or a chapel, in a religious home, and has always been familiar with Christian teaching, but is now converted, born again, a true Christian. And here is another who comes from an entirely pagan background, with no Christian teaching at all, but is now born again. Although they are both Christians, their problems are often very different—very different indeed. The first has much more to shed than the second.


The problems of people who have always regarded themselves as Christians are often much greater than those of people who previously had nothing to do with the church. In a final sense, of course, there is no difference. All I am showing is that the devil makes use of these factors, and the prejudices will keep on creeping back—the reliance upon your works, upon your goodness, upon your attendance at the house of God, or upon saying your prayers. The tendency of these people is to fall back on works. Or there is an insistence upon worship or on a particular religious habit or custom. There is a common prejudice in this country as to what Christianity is, and it is very difficult to shake yourself free from it. These prejudices are there, they keep on seeping in, and people have to fight against them. You do not shed them completely; they do not drop off altogether the moment you come into the Christian life, and at times they constitute some of the greatest difficulties and problems faced by Christians.


People say, “Why are you talking about this ‘well of water’? I’ve always been a Christian.” Or “I’ve been a Christian ever since I was a child.” I received a letter only this week from some people in northern England whom I do not know and have never seen, as far as I know—a husband and wife writing to me together. They’d had a bit of help from reading something that I have been privileged to write. But what was interesting in their letter was this: “At first we did not like it, we were annoyed by it.” That is their term, not mine—they were “annoyed.” Why were they annoyed by what I had written? Ah, because of this prejudice! They had been brought up in a certain way, the way I have been describing, and their first reaction was one of annoyance: “What is this man saying? Is he suggesting we are not Christians? But we are Christians.” And so, you see, people put up a barrier. The Lord is speaking to you; he is offering you something that you do not have so you will never thirst again. But you put up an obstacle. You say, “What’s this?”


Remember the Jews: it is all there in the eighth chapter of John’s Gospel. Our Lord had been preaching, and we are told that as a result, “many believed on him.” And he looked at them and said, “If ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples indeed; and ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.” What a wonderful promise! But do you remember the reaction? “They answered him, We be Abraham’s seed, and were never in bondage to any man: how sayest thou, Ye shall be made free?” (John 8:30–33). Do you see the prejudice? There is nothing more terrible than allowing some old, general prejudice so to influence us that far from accepting this gracious, loving offer, we even resent it because it carries the implication that we are not everything that we ought to be. God, have mercy upon us!


Let us learn the lessons that we find enshrined here in the whole story of our Lord’s dealing with the woman of Samaria. Thank God, he perseveres and is patient with us and is determined to bring us to the desired end.
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Spiritual Dullness and Evasive Tactics


Jesus answered and said unto her, Whosoever drinketh of this water shall thirst again: but whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life. (John 4:13–14)


W e have been seeing that the essence of Christianity, ultimately what it really means to be a Christian, is that we have within us a well of water springing up into everlasting life. And we are considering this old story, this great incident in our Lord’s life and ministry, because it shows us how this can be true for us. Do we have this “well of water” that puts us into such a condition that we shall “never thirst”? “Never” is a very big word. It means everything, any conceivable condition. Need I indicate to you the importance of this great statement and the importance of our examining ourselves in the light of it? How do we stand up to life? How do we stand up to what happens to us in life? What if we should have an experience such as hundreds of people have had since Friday? What would we be like now? How would we react?3


This is what Christianity is about. It is not about some theoretical consideration of life; it is the most practical thing in the world. The object of this great salvation is to enable us to live in this world and to look forward to the glory that is to come. We cannot truly do that unless we are Christians. Without this life that Christ came to give, life is mere existence, and you soon discover just that when you are face-to-face with tragedy and calamity and find you have nothing at all to enable you to handle it. So this is the most important subject we can ever consider together. This is the possibility; this is what can be true of all of us; this is the great offer of the Christian gospel.


We have been taking a general look at our Lord’s meeting with the woman of Samaria. We have looked at the person of our Lord himself and at the way he deals with us, and I trust this has given us great comfort and consolation. As our Lord persisted with this woman until she came to see the truth, so he persists with us. And we have now begun to consider the hindrances and obstacles that keep us from knowing much about “the well of water springing up into everlasting life.” As they were true in the case of this woman, so they are, in principle, still true of all of us. We have dealt with some general prejudices that hindered this woman. She turned to our Lord in amazement when he asked her for a drink of water. She said, “How is it that thou, being a Jew, askest drink of me, which am a woman of Samaria?” We face national prejudices, class prejudices, race prejudices, gender prejudices, and so on. There is almost no end to them. What harm they have done in the life of the individual Christian, and what harm they have done in the life of the church throughout the centuries—the things we cling to so tenaciously simply because we have been born like that!


The second great hindrance is spiritual dullness or spiritual slowness. Here is an obstacle to growth that is shown very plainly by this woman of Samaria. She shows us that you can be intelligent, you can be quick and alert, you can be subtle at disputation, and yet the whole time be spiritually dull. This comes out in the way this woman materializes everything our Lord says to her. He is speaking to her in a spiritual manner, but she does not see it. Let me illustrate what I mean. Our Lord said to her, “If thou knewest the gift of God, and who it is that saith to thee, Give me to drink; thou wouldest have asked of him, and he would have given thee living water.” It is a purely spiritual statement.


But in reply the woman completely misses the spiritual import of his statement. She thinks of the material well in front of her and says, “Sir, thou hast nothing to draw with, and the well is deep: from whence then hast thou that living water?” And then on she goes: “Art thou greater than our father Jacob, which gave us the well, and drank thereof himself, and his children, and his cattle?”


Then comes the great statement of our text, thoroughly spiritual, gloriously spiritual, in verses 13–14. But listen to the woman’s words in verse 15: “Sir, give me this water, that I thirst not, neither come hither to draw.” She is saying, “I have to keep on coming back and forth to this well to draw water. I would be very glad if you could do something to put an end to that—it would save me a lot of bother.” She has no spiritual perception; she does not understand, though everything is brought down to her level.


Here again is a most important principle. It is not the first time we meet it in this great Gospel. Nicodemus, of whom we read in the early part of the third chapter, materialized our Lord’s spiritual statements in exactly the same way. You see, this is not a question of learning; spiritual understanding has nothing to do with natural ability, nothing at all. Thank God for that, otherwise salvation would be the prerogative of a certain small company of people! No; when our Lord interrupted Nicodemus and said, “Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God,” Nicodemus said to him, “How can a man be born when he is old? can he enter the second time into his mother’s womb, and be born?” (John 3:3–4). Poor Nicodemus! He did not see the spiritual; he could only think of the flesh, the material. And our Lord said to him, “That which is born of the flesh is flesh: and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Marvel not that I said unto thee, Ye must be born again” (John 3:6–7). In both Nicodemus and the woman of Samaria we are shown the kind of attitude that is a hindrance to obtaining this great fullness.


The apostle Paul says exactly the same thing about the Corinthians, and not only about them but about the “natural man” in particular. In 1 Corinthians 2 he puts forward certain propositions:


But God hath revealed them unto us by his Spirit: for the Spirit searcheth all things, yea, the deep things of God. For what man knoweth the things of a man, save the spirit of man which is in him? even so the things of God knoweth no man, but the Spirit of God. Now we [Christians] have received, not the spirit of the world, but the spirit which is of God; that we might know the things that are freely given to us of God. Which things also we speak, not in the words which man’s wisdom teacheth, but which the Holy Ghost teacheth; comparing spiritual things with spiritual. But the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned. But he that is spiritual judgeth [understands] all things, yet he himself is judged [known] of no man. (vv. 10–15)


The cleverness, the ability, all these things that are all right in and of themselves do not help us here. Indeed, they can be a veritable hindrance. If we constantly hold on to them, desiring this understanding that we cannot have in and of ourselves, we are raising difficulties and obstacles to receiving the fullness.


Someone may say, “But all Christians surely have the Spirit in them.”


Perfectly right. “Now if any man have not the Spirit of Christ, he is none of his” (Rom. 8:9). A man or woman cannot be a Christian without having the Spirit, the Holy Spirit, in them. But then the fallacy comes in. It is assumed, therefore, that while this spiritual dullness is true of an unconverted person, like the woman of Samaria, it cannot be true of a Christian. But it can! The fact that we have become Christians, that we are born again, that the Spirit of God is in us, does not mean that we have solved all our problems; that is only a beginning. We now have to go through a great process of readjustment, and it is because so many people fail to realize that and, still more, fail to act upon it that they are constantly in trouble.


Listen to the apostle Paul putting this as an appeal to the church at Rome: “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice”—we must do this now; we have become Christians, but we still need to do this—“holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service. And be not conformed to this world”—Christian people have to be told that: do not go on conforming to this world—“but be ye transformed”—how?—“by the renewing of your mind”—this is what I am talking about—“that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God” (Rom. 12:1–2).


Now all that is addressed to Christians. Spiritual understanding is not something that happens automatically. Not at all! You must work out your own salvation in this way. You must start thinking in a new way, and apply this new thinking all along the line. Another statement of the same truth is to be found in Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians. “Do not go on living as the other Gentiles do,” says Paul in effect. Then:


Ye have not so learned Christ; if so be that ye have heard him, and have been taught by him, as the truth is in Jesus: that ye put off concerning the former conversation the old man, which is corrupt according to the deceitful lusts; and be renewed in the spirit of your mind. (4:20–23)


That is the whole problem. When men and women become Christians, they see a big truth, a broad distinction; but having seen this, they now, by renewal in the very spirit of their minds, have to go on working this out. This principle is constantly put before us in the New Testament epistles. The apostle Paul repeats it in 1 Corinthians 3: “And I, brethren, could not speak unto you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal, even as unto babes in Christ” (v. 1). He is saying in essence, “I cannot give you the teaching I want to give you because your thinking is still wrong. You are thinking in the old way and not in the new.”


We find the same teaching in the Epistle to the Hebrews. The writer has a great doctrine to unfold, the doctrine of our Lord as “called of God an high priest after the order of Melchisedec.” He goes on to say, “Of whom we have many things to say, and hard to be uttered, seeing ye are dull of hearing” (5:10–11). He cannot give them the comfort and consolation and the teaching he wants to give them because though they are Christians, they are still thinking in the old, unspiritual, material way.


Similarly, the apostle Peter says:


Ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar people; that ye should shew forth the praises of him who hath called you out of darkness into his marvellous light: which in time past were not a people, but are now the people of God: which had not obtained mercy, but now have obtained mercy.


Then here is the appeal:


Dearly beloved, I beseech you as strangers and pilgrims, abstain from fleshly lusts, which war against the soul; having your conversation [behavior] honest among the Gentiles. (1 Pet. 2:9–12)


Do you see the appeal? All this is addressed to Christians, and it is because we fail to realize this that we are so frequently in trouble and raise these hindrances that prevent us from receiving this well of water that springs up into everlasting life.


But why do we do this? This to me is a most important matter. It is a great tragedy that though this offer is here before us—the very thing we stand in need of, the secret of all the saints and the noblest souls that this world has ever seen—that though it is all offered to us by our Lord, as he offered it to the woman of Samaria, yet so many of us are burdened, troubled, unhappy, conscious of failure, and without consolation. What a tragedy it is that people who were meant to live as princes are living as paupers, that those who were meant to be receiving “the unsearchable riches of Christ” (Eph. 3:8) should be living in penury.


My friends, this ought not to be, and this is important not only from the standpoint of our own happiness and well-being as Christians but still more in view of the state of the world outside. People are unhappy, they do not know what to do or where to turn, and here are we claiming to be Christians. They look at us and think, Can these people help us? But if they see that we react as they do, that we have no comfort and consolation, that we have nothing that differentiates us and lifts us above our circumstances, they will not listen to us. They will say, “These people are all talk; there’s nothing in it,” and they will not be interested. So from every standpoint it is vital that we should examine ourselves in the light of this kind of hindrance, this spiritual dullness and slowness that remains on the earth on a material level and fails to realize what is being offered to us in Christ Jesus. Why, I ask again, are we like this?


Well, here are some of the answers. First of all, it is partly habit. We are all creatures of habit and custom, and I say again, the fact that you have become a Christian does not mean that all your old habits drop off; they do not. Our old habits are like autumn leaves that you see on the trees in spring. These old leaves take a long time to drop off; they have to be pushed off slowly by the new buds. You are born again. Essentially you have become a new person; yes, but you are so constituted that the body in which you live in this world—and, remember, the New Testament regards the body as a sort of tent in which people live—is a part of you. Man is body, soul, and spirit, and the body is a creature of habits and customs. And that applies to the mind as well as to the brain, distinct from the mind, the brain as an organ, the brain, if you like, as a kind of machine. It runs in grooves; it repeats things.


There is value in habit, but it can also be a great problem, for we are often unaware of it. You have a mind that has been accustomed to thinking in a given way, along a given line, and though you have changed, you will find that you have to be renewed constantly in the spirit of your mind. In order to get this mind, this faculty that I have, to change, I must train it to think in the right, the Christian, way—it will not happen automatically.


Secondly, we allow spiritual dullness because of the feeling that we have everything; we received it all at conversion, and there is nothing more to be gained. This has been a very popular teaching, and it accounts, it seems to me, for a great deal that is true of the Christian church today. Many Christian people are exactly the same now as they were fifty years ago, and they are always looking back. This is a terrible attitude, and it is an obstacle to receiving this fullness about which we are reading together.


Another cause is laziness, a failure to exercise our senses, a failure to apply ourselves to the truth and to apply the truth itself to us. This is a very serious matter, and I want to deal with it in a very serious way. Laziness, I believe, is one of the great enemies of the Christian, especially at the present time, though, of course, it is always wrong. The New Testament is always urging us to activity, and particularly to mental activity. Listen to the apostle Peter again: “Wherefore gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, and hope to the end for the grace that is brought unto you at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 1:13). Now that is an appeal to Christians, but we are lazy, we do not like doing that. Or take it again as it is put by the author of Hebrews:


For when for the time ye ought to be teachers, ye have need that one teach you again which be the first principles of the oracles of God; and are become such as have need of milk, and not of strong meat. For every one that useth milk is unskilful in the word of righteousness: for he is a babe. But strong meat belongeth to them that are of full age, even those who by reason of use have their senses exercised to discern both good and evil. (5:12–14)


If ever a text were needed by the modern Christian, it is that! What laziness there is, what failure to study, to apply the mind! We are living in an age that likes to be entertained; the element of entertainment has come increasingly into Christian activity and Christian worship—the element of singing and storytelling and talking about experiences, while there is this great truth waiting for us. We are meant to “gird up the loins of our mind,” not just to sit back and say, “Wasn’t it nice? Wasn’t it enjoyable?” Oh, what a tragedy it is that with all of these riches people should be spending their time in sheer entertainment!


Fourthly, there is the magical view of faith taken by many people. I cannot call it anything else. These people seem to think that faith is a magic word that completely changes everything. In other words, there is the danger of putting the experiential and the subjective in too prominent a position. Now we must never forget these aspects of the Christian life—a mere theoretical Christianity is of no value, it is a contradiction in terms. But there is the opposite danger of so emphasizing the experiential and the subjective that we really know nothing about the truth as such. We have had one vital experience—thank God for it, it does make us Christians—but if we hold on to that alone we remain babes in Christ, and it is terrible to see a child who never grows up. Have you not seen this sometimes? Perhaps a person of forty or fifty years of age still with the mentality of a babe. Some of the Christians to whom the Epistle to the Hebrews was written were like that, as we have seen, and Paul suggests that the Corinthians were like that too. And that is very often because we have this magical or semi-magical view of faith.


A fifth reason is that in preaching and teaching we tend to put too much emphasis upon the will and upon surrender. This is mainly the responsibility of preachers. It has been a characteristic of evangelical Christianity since about the middle of the 1870s—a direct attack upon the will and an emphasis upon “making a decision” and upon “receiving the Lord.” The great truth, the body of doctrine, has not been unfolded because people have become impatient with that; they say they do not have the time, they can no longer sit and read. Yet your great-great-great-grandparents did have the time, and they did read, though they worked much harder than you will ever work and for much lower wages. They found the time, and they went into the profundities. But this new teaching has come in that does not start with the mind and the understanding, nor even with the heart, but with the will. Surrender! Always surrender! In every type of preaching you are always being told to come forward to make some sort of a decision.


Now that is not the New Testament way. I defy you to find such teaching there. The New Testament, indeed, as I am trying to show you, does the exact opposite. So I will put my sixth point like this: all the previous suggestions that I have made to explain why Christians are being hindered in their spiritual growth are ultimately due to one basic cause, and that is a completely defective, totally inadequate view of the Christian gospel. Here is the real trouble. We reduce this “glorious gospel of the blessed God” (1 Tim. 1:11) into just one thing, and always the same thing, always this matter of deciding and receiving.


This last week I had the privilege and pleasure of talking to two ministers from another part of the world. One of them said something that I thought was most interesting because it is equally true of this country. He was talking about evangelical people, and he said, “I have a problem in my church. Ever since I have been more expository in my preaching, concentrating more on teaching them the truth, some of the people are beginning to complain that I am no longer preaching the gospel.” “No longer preaching the gospel” because he was expounding the Scriptures, unfolding these great truths!


What is the matter with these people? Well, they have reduced the gospel to just one act, and that alone must be preached, so unless there is “something happening,” as they put it, unless somebody is making a decision in every single service, the gospel has not been presented. Is it not astonishing that Christians can speak like that with the New Testament and the teaching of the epistles open before them? They do not know what the gospel is. That is a terrible thing to say, but it is true. At the most they just know the first beginnings of the gospel, but no more. And they think that is all. They do not want to be taught, they are intolerant, and they become critical, as that good friend was telling me.


What do I mean? Well, take that great third chapter of the Epistle to the Ephesians. My dear friends, this is the gospel! As Paul puts it, “Unto me, who am less than the least of all saints, is this grace given, that I should preach among the Gentiles.” Preach what? Just “Come to Jesus and be saved”? Of course, that is the first thing. But Paul was preaching “the unsearchable riches of Christ. And to make all men see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God, who created all things by Jesus Christ” (verses 8–9).


The great mystery about the church! The principalities and powers in the heavenly places are going to understand this, being instructed through the church, through us. And so Paul says, “For this cause I bow my knees unto the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” What is he praying? “. . . that he would grant you, according to the riches of his glory, to be strengthened with might by his Spirit in the inner man; that Christ may dwell in your hearts by faith; that ye, being rooted and grounded in love, may be able to comprehend with all saints”—wherever they are, everywhere—“what is the breadth, and length, and depth, and height; and to know the love of Christ, which passeth knowledge, that ye might be filled with all the fullness of God” (verses 14, 16 –19).


Now that is the realm into which you and I have come, but so many people are not interested. They are interested in activities. It is all right to be active and interested in evangelism, it has its place; but to give the impression that this is the first priority, the biggest thing, the central thing, the thing that is needed most of all, is to twist the Scriptures completely. That is only the beginning, and a church that remains at the beginning is infantile.


My dear friends, how much of your time do you spend in thinking about subjects such as this? Are you studying the Scriptures to find these riches, these depths and heights? Are you giving yourself to this? Do you really mean these words when you sing them:


Just as I am, of that free love,


The breadth, length, depth, and height to prove,


Here for a season, then above,


O Lamb of God, I come, I come.


CHARLOTTE ELLIOTT


Have you heeded the exhortation of the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews at the end of the fifth chapter? Have you, too, been chastened and reprimanded? This is what you need. The writer starts off in chapter 6 by saying, “Therefore leaving the principles [the first beginnings, the mere introduction] of the doctrine of Christ”—you must not reduce the doctrine of Christ merely to the matter of conversion; that is being done, and the church has lost her balance, she has lost the real essence of her being—“let us go on to perfection.” This is what we are to pursue: “perfection.” Or think of it in terms of the majestic, glorious first chapter of Paul’s Epistle to the Philippians where he suddenly seems to open the front door, as it were, into the heavens and give us a glimpse of the glory of the Lord. That is what you and I are meant to enter into.


So, therefore, I would sum up this section by saying that perhaps the greatest cause of spiritual sloth is a superficial form of Bible study. We have been so concerned that people should read the Bible at all that we have fallen into the error of teaching them to read it in a superficial manner. We skim through the Scriptures, taking broad strides, chapters at a time, sometimes a book at a time, and we think we are studying the Scriptures! Then, having a general knowledge of their contents and being able to classify and tabulate them, we think we know them. But that is not the way to get at “the breadth, and length, and depth, and height,” that is not the way to investigate “the unsearchable riches of Christ.”


No, no; you must take time, you must go down to a deeper level, you must investigate the teaching. There are gems and nuggets here—get down to them! Not just a little portion of Scripture, with some brief words of comment, often leaving out the context. No, no! That is better than nothing, I agree, but if you stop at that, you are children and you know nothing about the unsearchable riches. The bane of our Christianity has been superficial Bible reading, superficial Bible study. It is stories as told to children, whereas we ought to be behaving as adult believers.


There, then, is a group of hindrances that I have put under the title of “spiritual slowness.” Shall I put this very practically: are you with me in all this, or are you saying, “What’s he talking about? What’s all this about? I don’t understand it. I wanted to have a nice feeling. I wanted to go out of church feeing happy, but you are making me feel unhappy”? Is that it? If it is, examine yourself, examine your very foundation. A failure to enjoy these spiritual riches, a failure to desire more and more of them, is indicative of the fact that we are but children. And we have no right to remain as children. “Gird up the loins of your mind.” Pull yourself together. Give time to this. It is a painful process; it requires discipline. You must harness all your senses; you must use them. You must study in a way you have never studied before, and then you will begin to have an increasing appreciation of these “unsearchable riches of Christ.”


Let me give you one other big heading, which is evasiveness. This, again, is painfully clear in the case of the woman of Samaria. Her cleverness comes out, but unfortunately it is the evasiveness that strikes us most of all—how she shifts her ground and moves from one topic to another. I have already given you examples, but let me give you one more. Our Lord now sees that he must be very personal with her and press the matter and really pin her down. So we are told in verse 16, “Jesus saith unto her, Go, call thy husband, and come hither.” When the woman answers, “I have no husband,” Jesus says, “Thou hast well said, I have no husband: for thou hast had five husbands; and he whom thou now hast is not thy husband: in that saidst thou truly.” But, you see, instead of concentrating on that, the woman says, “Sir, I perceive that thou art a prophet”—she would have been very glad to have discussed him instead of herself. “Our father worshipped in this mountain”—he is talking to her about her adultery, her immoral life, but she wants to talk about where you worship—“and ye say, that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to worship.”


Now that is what I mean by evasiveness. We are all experts at this; we are all like this woman of Samaria. How we evade the issue, how we parry the question! It is because we do not like being searched, we do not like being examined, we do not like being disturbed. This is “the natural man,” the old nature that is still with us. You do not get rid of your old nature when you become a Christian, when you are born again. The old man has gone, but the old nature has not gone; and the old nature, the natural self, does not like being searched. That element remains in us. We resent it; we do not want to be made to feel that we are wrong. We even dislike the very process that disturbs us out of our sloth: “Why, we are Christians! I was converted. There’s the date, there was the test, that’s how it happened.” Right! But here is a man saying, “But look here, you don’t have much, do you? You don’t seem to know much about the real gospel and its riches.” And we resent this; we thought we had it all in one packet—everything. We dislike this suggestion that there is anything wrong with us as we are. And, of course, we dislike the feeling of condemnation still more. We shuffle under it; we feel it is wrong. People in this world need condemnation, of course, but we . . . !


And then you see what happens. The woman evades the question by taking up other questions. And we do the same thing. We shield ourselves like she did. She is saying, “I can see that you are a prophet. Now this is interesting. I’m interested in prophets”—she knows something about the Old Testament, the five books of Moses, at any rate—“I see you are a religious teacher.” Ah, then she would be very happy! She is not facing the question of her own life but wants to know about “this mountain,” worship, God, and so on. And we take up these questions, we evade the issue in just the same way.


Now I have pointed out that when our Lord begins to deal with us, he does disturb us. There is no greater disturbing power in the universe than the power of the love of Christ, that “kind but searching glance”4 of his, before which “all things are naked and opened” (Heb. 4:13). He searches us for our own good, but it is painful; so we evade it by taking up other issues. We have seen how the woman of Samaria did it, but what about us? Among the most common of all questions at the present time are questions about apartheid in South Africa. It is honorable to talk about that, is it not? You see, in denouncing somebody else, you are shielding yourself. While you are denouncing these people or friends in America or somewhere else over this racial problem, you are full of righteous indignation. That is very clever, but you are just evading the problem of your own life, the running sore of your soul.


One of the most common ways of evading the truth among those of us who are evangelical Christians is to spend the whole of our time attacking modernists and Roman Catholicism. That is all right, we must defend the truth, but if we spend all our time doing this, we are probably evading the searching glance of the Son of God. We are all experts at this, but if our purpose is to shield ourselves and to evade our Lord’s words to us, we will still go on thirsting, and we will have no reserves in our lives in the hour of trial and calamity.


Along the same lines, another tendency we have is to explain away our sins and faults and deficiencies. There is a technical term for this: we are experts at rationalizing our sins. We can explain them. Of course, if we see the same fault in somebody else, we denounce it, but in our case, somehow or another there was a difference and extenuating circumstances. We can twist it. Oh, how clever we are! Why do we do this? Because we always want to be on good terms with ourselves. We want to be happy. Happiness must be put first, and we do not like the probing, we do not like that application to the wound that makes it smart and burn. It is for our good, it is for our healing, but we do not like it. We do not like even temporary pain, we want ease; we are like children. And so in clever ways we evade issues and explain away sin.


Finally, I will put it like this: there is no more subtle way of evading and hindering what the Son of God says to us for our good and for our happiness and for our ultimate salvation than a process of balancing, a wrong kind of balance. There is a true balance, but there is a wrong kind as well, and that is the attempt to balance failure in practice by theoretical knowledge. This woman was doing that. We all know exactly what this is. We have failed in practice; we have done something wrong. Then, against that, we say, “Ah, but we’ve been reading, and we’ve gained a lot of knowledge, and we know so much more than we knew before.” We put theoretical knowledge over against the practical failure and feel we have squared the accounts. If I did not have this knowledge, of course, it would be altogether bad, but I do have it. So on balance I am really quite a good Christian, I tell myself.


We are thus balancing knowledge of theology against life and living and experience. But all the theological knowledge in the world is of no value to us unless we have a living experience of the grace of God. Do not be a fool. The final audit will take place, the ultimate Accountant will appear, and all your clever balancing will be revealed for the mere artifice, the sham, the hypocrisy that it is. God preserve us from the terrible danger of this false balance of putting one thing over against another. Christianity never does that. There is a true balance here. It is a wholeness, a completeness; it is all-inclusive.


This is what I mean. To me, the glory of the Christian gospel is that it takes in the whole person. It starts with my mind, my understanding. It is truth presented to the mind. But it does not stop with the understanding. What next? Experience. It is feeling, response, the knowledge that something is happening. And then practice. The mind, the heart, and the will are all involved. I must never put one against another. They should all be equally engaged; they should all be actively, fully involved. You do not stop on the level of activity and decision and the will. Nor do you remain always in the realm of the emotions and just be sentimental and tell stories. I have several times been in religious conferences where teaching was supposed to take place and have heard men take a text and then immediately begin to tell a story. And they will go on telling stories for an hour, with no exposition. You must not stop at experience only.


The apostle Paul expressed this truth that the whole personality is involved when he said, “But God be thanked, that ye were the servants of sin, but ye have obeyed [the will] from the heart [emotion]”—what?—“that form of [sound] doctrine [teaching] which was delivered you” (Rom. 6:17). The truth came, and the mind was given the ability to apprehend it by the Holy Spirit, but it did not remain there. It moved the heart; it melted the individual, who then put it into practice by the exercise of the will. That is Christianity, and any artificial division of these three, or, still more, any attempt to play one against two or two against one, any division, any dichotomy is wrong and is dangerous to the soul.
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Wrong Ideas of Worship and of God


The woman saith unto him, Sir, I perceive that thou art a prophet. Our fathers worshipped in this mountain; and ye say, that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to worship. Jesus saith unto her, Woman, believe me, the hour cometh, when ye shall neither in this mountain, nor yet at Jerusalem, worship the Father. Ye worship ye know not what: we know what we worship: for salvation is of the Jews. But the hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth: for the Father seeketh such to worship him. God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth. (John 4:19–24)


The fundamental statement with which we are dealing is to be found in John 4:13–14. But I would now like to call your attention to John 4:19–24 because we are dealing at the moment with the hindrances, the things that stand between us and the realization of what we are told in verses 13–14. It is in verses 13–14 that we are given the offer of the Christian faith, the Christian message. It is a message about life and how to live it, and here is the offer, the incomparable offer, made by the Son of God that he will give us new life that will be in us “a well of water springing up into everlasting life,” and that having this we shall “never thirst.” This is a promise that our Lord constantly repeats, and as I have been trying to show, it is in particular the fundamental message of this Gospel according to John. This is Christianity—nothing less than this.


The suggestion I am making is that the state of the church today, and the state of our own individual lives, is very largely to be explained by the fact that we have failed to realize that the true Christian position is this fullness—a fullness of experience of our Lord and his love and his grace. And I am calling attention to it not only that we may cease to rob ourselves of the riches of his grace, but also, still more, that we may be able to function truly as Christian people. The world, as we are aware, is in a terrible condition. It is going from bad to worse, and we know that there is nothing in it that is of any value, nothing that can avail at a time like this, except this gospel.


But people are not concerned about the gospel, they will not look at it, and I hold the view that this is because of what they see in us or, at any rate what they fail to see in us. It is because we so often give the impression that we are essentially like everybody else, but with a bit of religion added on, that people are not interested in our faith and all our claims. But when they see Christians who are filled with this fullness, Christians who have this “well of water” springing up within them, they always pay attention. That is the testimony of the great revivals in the history of the church.


To me, the most urgent need of the hour is not for evangelism but for revival of the church because it is a revived church that evangelizes in the most effective manner. That has been God’s way of evangelism throughout the centuries. He has always started a work in his own people. Formal, lifeless people have suddenly been transfigured and transformed and filled with life, and the moment the world has seen that, it has come crowding into the church to hear the message. For some reason or another, we modern Christians seem to have forgotten all that. And therefore I say again, the most urgent thing for us is to make sure that we are people who correspond to this description and manifest in our daily lives what it means to be a Christian.


We have been looking at the hindrances that stand between us and the realization of this essential Christian experience. We considered first certain general prejudices and then went on to look at spiritual dullness and slowness and some of its aspects and causes. We considered also what I called evasiveness, and we saw the way in which this Samaritan woman wriggled and twisted and turned in her efforts to avoid conviction.


Let us now turn to some further hindrances. I want in particular to take the two that are suggested by verses 19–24 of this chapter—wrong ideas of worship and wrong ideas of God. These two are obviously intimately related, and in one sense you cannot separate them. Worship is worship of God. So there is a unity between the two. And yet, as I think I can show you, because we do tend to divide them, it is important that we should consider them separately.


Now this is the most crucial matter of all. What is the end and object of Christian salvation? It is to bring us to God, to reconcile us to him. Many other blessings are given—thank God for them all—but the primary object of Christianity is not to make us happy but to bring us to a knowledge of God, to enable us to worship God. We were made for that. “The chief end of man is to glorify God and to enjoy him for ever” (Westminster Shorter Catechism). Man is meant to worship God. “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength” (Mark 12:30). That is the ultimate object of it all. So I repeat, there is nothing more important than this—the true worship of God. And it is quite clear that failure in our worship of God is one of the great hindrances that stand in the way of receiving this blessing. It is obtained from God, and it is only as we are in a right relationship to him that we have any hope whatsoever of receiving it.


Now you notice that this story, again, gives us very clear and plain teaching with regard to the worship of God. This woman makes most of the mistakes that we all have made, and she is particularly at fault over this matter of worship. The more she talks, the more she betrays herself and reveals the inadequacy and the wrongness of her ideas. She is a religious person, remember, in spite of her sin, and she is interested in worship. She makes this point: “Our fathers worshipped in this mountain; and ye [you Jews] say that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to worship.” She is interested in this subject, and she has her point of view with regard to the God who is worshipped. But our Lord proceeds to show her the hollowness of all her talk about worship and about God, and he makes it quite plain and clear to her that all that she has is valueless and that she must think anew about these matters.


So let us try to look at these wrong ideas of worship. What is worship? What does it mean to worship God? What is prayer? I wonder how often we have stopped to ask that question. I wonder how often we have said, as the disciples said to our Lord and Savior, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John also taught his disciples” (Luke 11:1). They put that request to him as the result of observing him praying, and they must have been convicted that he was doing something that they knew nothing about, and they therefore asked for this instruction.


So I simply ask, have we ever expressed that desire? I am putting it in that way in order that I may introduce this thought: must we not all plead guilty to worship that has been completely thoughtless? We did not even stop to think of what we were doing. We did not stop to realize what we were engaged in. Surely the fundamental trouble with all of us is thoughtlessness. Is it not amazing to realize what a number of things we can do quite mechanically? Have you not often found yourself getting on your knees by the side of your bed and saying your prayers without realizing what you were doing? You were actually thinking about something else while you were uttering the words. We have all done that. It is terrible that it is possible for our worship to be quite thoughtless.


And add to thoughtlessness, ignorance. Our Lord says to this woman, “Ye worship ye know not what: we know what we worship.” There is a great deal of ignorant worship. Again we must ask ourselves, do we know what we are doing? If we would know this Christian experience as it is set before us here and as we see it in the lives of the saints throughout the centuries, we must face these questions. Those men and women have always been people who have faced them, and as the result of that they have felt a profound dissatisfaction with themselves, and that is the first step, always, in the direction of this great experience.


We are all like this woman, governed by habit, custom, indeed even by tradition and, still worse, by prejudice. You see the way she puts it: “Our fathers worshipped in this mountain; and ye say, that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to worship.” Now the word translated “ought” really means “must.” Our Lord used the same word in the twenty-fourth verse: “God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth.” It means “necessary.” In this woman’s words you see the power that tradition and prejudice exercise upon us in the matter of worship.


I think this is true of many of us. We may have been worshipping for years in a given way and manner. Why have we done that? There is only one answer: it is how we were brought up. We have never thought about it, we have never examined it, we have never asked any questions. It was the thing to do; it has always been done. We have inherited a custom; we have inherited a tradition and, indeed, a prejudice. It is amazing to read the long history of the church and see the quarrels and the fighting that have taken place over the question of worship, and that has generally been due to prejudice. People do not know why they belong to different sections of the church; they have never examined it. They were “brought up in it,” and therefore they not only assume it is right, but prejudice comes in, and they will fight for their tradition with bitterness and intensity. The history of the church is unfortunately full of such battles. And the result of our thoughtlessness, our ignorance, and our prejudice is that a great deal of our worship is very hypocritical. But I am concerned to enter into the ways in which this entirely false approach to worship manifests itself in detail.


The devil, of course, is above all concerned to prevent our worshipping God. He does not mind our being happy as long as he can keep us from true worship. If the devil is likely to bring out all his reserves at one point more than another, it is when we are trying to worship God, either alone or as a company of people. And the only way to deal with him is to watch his every device, to be aware of everything that he has always done throughout the centuries and is still doing in his attempt to stand between us and the worship of God in spirit and in truth.


So what are these methods? Well, one, of course, and it is before us very obviously here, is to make us think that worship is confined only to certain places. The Samaritans said that worship could only take place in the building they had on that mountain, while the Jews tended to say that you could only worship God in the Temple, in Jerusalem. Our Lord says that they were both wrong. He says, “The hour cometh, when ye shall neither in this mountain, nor yet at Jerusalem, worship the Father . . . the hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth.”


Many people today have imagined all their lives that they are Christians, and they only worship, as they think, when they enter a church or a chapel—nowhere else. For them, worship is confined to particular buildings, and they will go into those buildings when they want to worship God, as if they cannot get into contact with God out in the open air or anywhere else. I am not talking now about a public act of worship for exposition of Scripture and for praise and so on, I mean prayer during a weekday, a lunch break—we think it must be in a particular place, as if God were confined to these places.


But not only is worship confined to certain places, still more pathetic, to me, is the way in which the worship of such people is determined and controlled by these different places. I mean something like this: when they are in a certain type of building, they adopt a certain form of worship; but in another type of building, which they regard as not consecrated, they will behave in an entirely different manner. In one building they are serious and take on what they call “a devotional air,” and nothing must break into the ceremony and the form; but in a public building where there is also the reading of Scripture and prayer and so on, their behavior is different.


Now these people claim to be worshipping God in both places. But they will do things and admit things and approve of things in the public building that they would look at with horror if allowed in a building that they regard as consecrated. And that just means that their worship is entirely governed by the type of building they are in. It is not worship “in spirit”; it is not controlled by the Spirit. It is controlled by location.


Another way in which this approach to worship shows itself is that such people only pray or worship at particular times. They may express amazement at Muslims who pray at regular times, but really, in principle, they are no different. They may say their prayers morning and evening and not pray at all during the rest of the day. God is worshipped at set times. Now that is not the biblical notion of worship; that is just a habit or custom that we have developed. There are certain things we do—we get up in the morning and we wash and brush our teeth and so on, and we get on our knees and say our prayers—it is a part of the ritual, the routine of life. There it is, morning and evening, no more.


In other words, this whole conception of worship is mechanical, it is a matter of doing our duty, and indeed our very terms tend to show that. We talk about “saying our prayers.” And that is what we so often do. “Saying prayers” is not necessarily praying. It can be, but generally it is not. Or people talk about “going to a building to say a prayer,” while others say, “Let us have a word of prayer,” and the glibness with which they say it shows that they have no conception of and have never stopped to think about what they are doing. It is impersonal; it is just something extra that they do. It is cold, it is lifeless—there is no reality at all. Is it not true to say of so many of us that our supposed worship has been quite as mechanical as that?


And then another way in which this mechanical approach shows itself is this—and this is what our Lord explains so plainly to this woman—it is an external form of worship. It is all outside us. Consider the importance some people attach to posture—you must kneel, or you must stand. Again they tend to vary the posture according to the building they are in. But is it not amazing to notice the extent to which the place we are in imposes itself upon us and determines what we do? Not that we have ever thought about it; we have just been brought up that way. Worship is therefore a matter of posture. When I am in a given posture, I am worshipping; if I am in a different posture, I am not worshipping. Is worship primarily a matter of posture?


Now these things must all be considered. Posture does come into worship, but if it comes into it at all, it must always come in, not just at certain times or places. If our posture is determined by our realization that we are in the presence of the living God and speaking to him, then that must always be the case. There must not be this variation, otherwise we are being inconsistent. But to so many of us worship is purely a matter of posture; it is nothing but form, ceremony, ritual. If you read the accounts of revivals, you will read of how two hundred years ago, and even earlier, before the Protestant Reformation, a large number of priests in this country literally could not pray. They could read prayers out of a book, but they could not offer prayer themselves. And there are many people like that still. Such worship is entirely external. It is generally conducted by somebody else, and we participate in the matter of posture but do not enter into it any more than that.


Or let me put it to you like this to show that we must be balanced: there are other people to whom worship is a purely intellectual matter. To them, worship, if you analyze it, is really just an interest in a certain type of teaching. This has been the charge that has been brought against the free churches in contrast with the liturgical, external, and elaborate. You see, it is assumed that the form and the ceremony comprise the worship, and when people say, “You don’t pay much attention to worship,” all they mean is that we do not read prayers and that we do not have a set form and ritual.


But there is an element of truth in this criticism, and we must face it. If we are only engaged intellectually, and if we are only concerned about ideas of salvation, and if we are only interested in doctrine in and of itself, then we are not worshipping at all. The value and the purpose of all knowledge and all doctrine and all thought is to bring us into a living communion with God, and merely to come to listen to sermons is not worship. It ought to aid worship, it ought to end in worship, it ought to promote worship, but it is not worship in and of itself. And there is no question whatsoever but that the perilous state of the Christian church today, and therefore the state of the world, is due, on the one hand, to a mechanical, lifeless worship composed of forms and externals and, on the other hand, to an intellectualization that has turned the faith into a philosophy. People speak to one another and give one another their own ideas, and God is often not worshipped at all.


So these are some of the ways in which the devil, by insinuating wrong ideas of worship into our minds, would lead us astray. Let me come to another of the devil’s methods, and this is very common at the present time—it is what I would call a purely psychological notion of worship. Here, again, is something that manifests itself in myriads of ways. For years I have known men who are only interested in what they call “beautiful services.” And they are experts in these matters, liturgical experts. A service can be very beautiful: everything arranged perfectly, the right kind of music at the right point, beautiful diction in the prayers.


Now the people who want this type of service are really interested in aesthetics and not in worship. For them, worship has to be beautiful, and then they come out of a service and say they feel better. But if you ask them why they feel better or in what way, all they can tell you is that somehow or another the atmosphere has given them a quiet or a happy feeling; they feel they have been in the presence of that which is beautiful. The Greeks worshipped goodness, beauty, and truth, and so do these people, though they use the name of God. They approach worship in the intellectual way that I have been describing, and their only test is goodness, beauty, and truth, sometimes applied quite unashamedly.


I remember once hearing a man preaching on the radio on what he called “prayer,” and he had given his sermon the title, “Five Minutes a Day for Health’s Sake.” His point was that as you do physical exercises for five minutes a day and your body feels better, so as you give five minutes a day to prayer you will feel better in your spirit. He told us to “think beautiful thoughts,” and he said that if we do, we will feel happier and will be able to go through life with a lighter step. Then he went on to say that we could even do this with regard to other people. Is somebody ill? Concentrate your thoughts upon this ill person, think kindly of him, think beautifully of him, think of him in a healing manner, and somehow or another all this will be transmitted to him and he will feel better; he may not get well, but he will feel better. That was this preacher’s idea of prayer, and you can see that it is purely psychological.


Now you may be amused at that, but examine your own prayer, examine your own notion of worship! The church today is full of this kind of talk. There are people who preach what they call “positive thinking,” and the idea is that you refuse negative thoughts, you cut them out. You must always be positive and always try to think beautifully as well as positively, and then you will feel better. And that is regarded as the worship of God—moral uplift.


Now these ideas are tremendously popular today, and they are regarded as truly Christian. But the great question that arises is this: are people who take them up doing anything other than giving themselves a psychological boost? Of course, psychological treatment can make you feel better, and it is foolish to say that it cannot. But the vital question is, what are you concerned about—feeling better or coming into the presence of God? Psychological treatment masquerading as worship of the living God is not worship “in spirit and in truth.”


Let me sum it all up by saying that the danger confronting us all is that of taking up religion and confusing it with true worship and the praise and adoration of God. There are countries where the percentage of the population that attends a service once a Sunday is very high indeed (not so many in this country perhaps because it is not the thing to do). But the question is, what are they doing? One is often given the impression that they have simply taken up religion. But why? It may be because they feel that religion will help them. Many are led by a sheer spirit of fear and go to a place of worship purely as a bit of insurance. They are afraid—afraid of bombs, afraid of another world war, afraid of what might happen—so they take up religion exactly like the poor old pagan whom they despise, the person who worships the moon or the sun or the stars or anything else out of a spirit of fear. They do not know, but they feel that on the whole religion might help them, that it might be good for them. Yes, you can merely take up religion, but if you do, you will not be worshipping God.


And then there are others who go to church and indulge in what they call “worship” simply because they think that in this way they will acquire merit. They think God will be pleased with them and they will gain a good mark because they have done the right thing. They take up religion to placate God. They are like poor Saul, that first king of Israel. Saul was a man who fell into a terrible error. He had been given a commandment. God had told him what to do, but he did not do it. He thought he was improving on what God had said. He thought that by sacrificing the best of the animals instead of destroying them and offering them as a sacrifice to God, he would be pleasing God, but he was not. “Behold,” said the prophet to him, “to obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams. For rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft” (1 Sam. 15:22–23). So often we have tried to buy merit, as it were, by externally worshipping God. We have balanced the wrong, the sin we have committed, by the good act of attendance at the house of God. We are supposed to attend the house of God, but if we regard it as merit, we might as well have stayed at home. We come to worship God.


Well, those are some of the ways in which the devil deludes us and makes us think, like this poor woman of Samaria, that we are worshipping God when we are not the “true worshippers” of whom our Lord speaks. This is what we must be concerned about. Are we true worshippers or not? So I ask you again in these terrible days in which we are living, have you ever even thought about these things? Have you examined yourself? Do you know what you are doing? Why do you go to the house of God? Do you offer true worship or something else?


Then let me just say a word about the second of the two hindrances we are now considering. We have looked at wrong ideas of worship, and now we come to wrong ideas of God, and, of course, this is the explanation of everything else. If our ideas of God are wrong, our ideas of worshipping him will be wrong. This is at the root of all the hindrances to which I have referred, all the mistakes, all the defects in our worship, and all the sin of which we are so guilty. Oh, that we might become true worshippers! You know, when we become true worshippers, the revival for which we pray and long will already have come. There is so much religion, so much form, so many services, so many meetings, but how much worship, how much contact with the living God?


What are our thoughts of God? Like the woman of Samaria, we think we know who we are worshipping, but our Lord is probably saying to us, too, “Ye worship ye know not what.” Do we know? How often do we think about him? Is not this the tragedy with so many of us? We say, “I’ve always believed in God.” And because we have always believed in him, we do not know what we believe about him.


“I was always brought up to believe; so I always have.”


But have you? What is your God? Whom do you worship? What do you really know about God? The moment we examine ourselves, we discover that our ideas of him are very vague and often quite pagan. God, to so many, is nothing but some Force, some great Power. Others talk about him unhesitatingly as “the ground of being” or as “the Absolute”—some philosophical idea. And these self-same people who have such ideas of God are often ready to go through all the ceremonial and ritual and all the set forms, but there is a blank contradiction because there is no relationship. And that is why things are as they are. In our thinking about God, are we at all in advance of this woman or in advance of the poor benighted, ignorant pagan?


Then we move on a bit: some think of God as Creator only. It is this same idea of “Force.” God is the great eternal Power that created everything—remote, unknown, and unknowable, not concerned about us. That was the creed of so many before the Evangelical Awakening two hundred years ago; it was called Deism. The deists believed in God, but they called him the Great Watchmaker. He had made the universe and wound it up and then put it down and ceased to have anything further to do with it. Deists cut out all God’s interventions in the world, all that is miraculous and supernatural; they excluded all that is really the essence of the Christian doctrine of salvation. God, the great Creator, was cold, distant, and unconcerned. And many today have no idea of God other than just that.


Then there are others whose main feeling is one of terror. I am thinking of the people who have said their prayers regularly and perhaps have gone to public worship, but the moment anything goes wrong, either with them or their loved ones, or some kind of calamity takes place, they turn against God. They blame him and have feelings of anger and hatred with respect to him.


Their idea of the God whom they think they have been worshipping is that he is against them, that he is some awful Power that delights in playing with helpless human beings and bringing suffering upon them, some fearful Being towering over them, as it were, waiting to destroy them. Much of this has been said again this last week.5 And many of the people who say this are church members who regard themselves as “worshipping people.” But in a time of crisis we reveal our true thoughts about God. We generally go on with our habits and customs and traditions, with our forms and ceremonials or our intellectualization. It is all right as long as everything is going well. But when we are in trouble, what are our thoughts of God then? What do we feel at that moment? That is always the test.


But then I must go right to the other extreme: there are people who are guilty of sheer presumption, of an easy familiarity with God. I have often referred to the people who say, “Dear God” and talk to him easily, glibly, and familiarly and think this is the hallmark of worship and of a truly evangelical position. But it is equally wrong. Why do I say this? Because the Scripture itself tells us that we must always approach God “with reverence and godly fear,” not only in certain buildings but wherever we are. Whether we are in a so-called “consecrated building” or in a public hall, God is the same, and we do not vary our approach to him according to the circumstances in which we find ourselves—“For our God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:28–29). Some people seem to regard God as some indulgent father who is always ready to smile upon us, and the glory, the greatness, and the majesty of God never seem to have entered into their comprehension at all.


And, finally, there are people who seem to think that God is just some kind of agency to help us. Their whole notion of God is mechanical. Are you in need? Go to the machine, offer your prayer, and take out what you want. God is really nothing but some great reservoir on which we can draw. Their whole attitude to God comes out in the way they talk and in their actions.


And so the devil in his great concern to keep us from the true and living worship of God will drive us to one or other extreme. He does not care where we are as long as we are deluding ourselves and not really worshipping God. Here is this poor woman of Samaria who can talk easily about the worship of God and yet knows nothing at all about it.


So I leave you with a great central question: when we get on our knees, what are we doing? When we come to public worship, whom have we come to meet? Have we come to meet anybody except one another? If we have come to meet with God, what are our thoughts about him? Oh, my dear friends, this is the source of all our wrong thinking in the details; it is here we go wrong. If we only started with the living God and realized that everything we do is in relationship to him, that would control everything else. We take God for granted. Indeed, he is mentioned less and less. There are those who do not even pray to him but always pray, as they put it, to “Jesus.” There are those who pray only to the Holy Spirit. God over all is forgotten or ignored.


The need of the hour, the personal need of every one of us, the need of the whole church of God at this time, is to know the living God. “And this is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent” (John 17:3).
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True Worshippers


Jesus answered and said unto her, Whosoever drinketh of this water shall thirst again: but whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life. (John 4:13–14)


I start with the question that I have already put to you: what is your religion? Is it something that you do, or is it something that is happening within you? Do you have life? Do you have within you this “well of water springing up into everlasting life”? To be content with anything short of that is so wrong, so sad. It is wrong and sad from our own personal standpoint. Why should we live as paupers when we are meant to be princes? Why should we be in a state of penury when we are meant to enjoy plenty? It is tragic to see Christian people who have remained children, still concerned about the first principles of the gospel of Christ, knowing nothing about “the exceeding riches of his grace” (Eph. 2:7), “the unsearchable riches of Christ” (Eph. 3:8). It is so sad that people should have all this offered to them and still not know it, not possess it, and not enjoy it.


Why is it that so many of us fall so far short of the fullness of life offered to us in Christ Jesus? My suggestion is that in this story of our Lord’s meeting with the woman of Samaria we are given in a remarkable manner an account of some of the main hindrances and obstacles to the receiving of this great gift that the Son of God came from heaven to this world to give us. We have been looking at these issues—the prejudices, the spiritual dullness, the evasiveness, and the wrong ideas about worship and about God.


But let’s look at this positively. Our Lord says, “The hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth.” So here is the great question: are we “true worshippers”? What does this mean? First of all, it means real worshippers. We can think we are worshipping without being worshippers. How do we become genuine worshippers?


Let us start with the question, what is worship? Here, surely, is a question that needs to be asked because we tend to use this word wrongly. Indeed, we sometimes use it in such a vague way that it finally means nothing. The root meaning of the Hebrew word that is translated “worship” in the Old Testament means “to bow down,” and that is the essence of true worship. It means that we bow down in the presence of God.


I could illustrate this to you at great length. Take, for instance, the second of the Ten Commandments, which, after prohibiting us from making “any graven image,” goes on to say, “Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them” (Exod. 20:4–5). And then there is a particularly clear illustration in connection with the temptations of our Lord in the wilderness:


Again, the devil taketh him up into an exceeding high mountain, and sheweth him all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them; and saith unto him, All these things will I give thee, if thou wilt fall down and worship me. Then saith Jesus unto him, Get thee hence, Satan: for it is written, Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God, and him only shalt thou serve. (Matt. 4:8–10)


There is the basic idea in connection with this word worship, and it is important that we should realize exactly what it means and its uniqueness.


Now the whole life of the Christian should be lived in the service of God, but the whole life of the Christian is not worship. Worship is a very special act. Our whole life should indeed be lived to the glory of God, but to say, therefore, that the whole of one’s life is worship is just to confuse terms. Indeed, it is a very dangerous confusion. I am elaborating this point because there is a good deal of such teaching at the present time. There are people who say, “If you have given your life to God and if you live the whole of your life to his glory, the whole of your life is an act of worship.” But that is just, I repeat, not only to confuse the meaning of the terms, it is to miss the special meaning of this word worship.


Some people make the same error in connection with prayer. I know of very orthodox Christian people who do not have prayer meetings in their churches. Why not? It is because they have intellectualized the whole of the Christian faith. They spend their time thinking about God and trying to work that out in practice and in detail, and they say that the whole of one’s life is prayer. But it is not. Prayer, again, is a special action. It is right that one’s whole life should be lived for God. The demand of God is totalitarian, and we should love him with all our heart and mind and soul and strength. Yes, that is all right—the whole of life is to be lived in the service of God—but these particular actions are special, and we are taught about them in a special way in the Bible itself. It is important, therefore, that we should realize this about prayer and thanksgiving and the various aspects of worship.


So let me put it to you negatively like this. We often call a church service “public worship,” but it is not always. We can go through a whole service and, alas, there may have been no real worship at all. What we have done is all right, but we have stopped short of true worship. To read the Bible is not, in and of itself, worship. I read the Bible, and I meditate upon it, and if I do this properly and clearly it should lead me to worship God, but I can read and meditate and not worship.


This is also true even of praying. Prayer is not of necessity worship. Again, prayer should always lead to worship, but you can pray and spend your time in prayer with petitions and even with thanksgiving without worshipping. And this, I think, is where so many of us tend to go astray; we forget the most important aspect of all. It is the same with singing. Singing should always lead to worship, and if we are singing a hymn that is conducive to worship and contains the vital element of worship, it may in itself be worship, but we must not assume that all hymn singing is worship.


Similarly, listening to sermons or lectures may stop well short of worship. A sermon worthy of the name should always lead to worship, and if it does not, it is a bad sermon. If it ends with the focus on the preacher or on some particular point he has made, it has missed the mark, missed the aim. The purpose of preaching is to lead us to worship God.


What, then, does worship mean? It means bowing down before God and adoring him for himself. That is why I am drawing a distinction between prayer and worship. Prayer, if it is just petition, is not worship; if it is just thanksgiving, it is not worship. You may be grateful, you may thank God for blessings that he has given you, but you can be so interested in and concerned about the blessing that you forget the one who has blessed you. The mark of worship is that it is bowing down before God himself, being concerned about God himself, apart from what he does and all the blessings we have received from him. It is just because he is God that we fall down before him, bow before him, and adore him.


There are many examples of worship in the Bible. A perfect illustration of what I am trying to say is in the book of Exodus. When God gave a revelation of himself to Moses, Moses just fell to the ground and worshipped (Exod. 34:8). In exactly the same way, Joshua, after a revelation was given to him, “bowed down before him” and simply worshipped God.


And it came to pass, when Joshua was by Jericho, that he lifted up his eyes and looked, and, behold, there stood a man over against him with his sword drawn in his hand: and Joshua went unto him, and said unto him, Art thou for us, or for our adversaries? And he said, Nay; but as captain of the host of the LORD am I now come. And Joshua fell on his face to the earth, and did worship. (Josh. 5:13–14)


That is worship. Joshua realized the Presence. He had not understood; he had been putting forward his question, concerned about this fight and this victory that he was desiring, as we do in so much of our praying. But when he realized the presence of God, he “fell on his face to the earth, and did worship.”


I could give many other examples. There is a perfect description of worship in the fourth chapter of the book of Revelation where the twenty-four elders “fall down” before God (Rev. 4:10). That is worship. We must not forget this. Worship is very special; it is unique. It is the high watermark of the whole of our relationship with God. And our Lord is speaking about worship to the woman of Samaria. She has her mechanical notions—“in this mountain”—similar to so many today who can only worship in a given type of building with ceremony and ritual. If these aids to worship help you, use them, but all I ask is this: have they led you to worship? Do you know what it is to fall down in the presence of God and adore him because he is who and what he is?


Let me give you an example from the history of the church, just to show that genuine worship is not confined to biblical times, neither the Old Testament nor the New. Worship happens in every time of revival and reawakening, and you also find it in the individual experiences of people who have had some extraordinary manifestation of the glory of God, who have been filled with the Spirit and have been greatly used of God. Let me give you one illustration; you will find it in the journal of John Wesley for January 1, 1739. I often think this was a more important and vital experience in the life of John Wesley even than that which happened to him at Aldersgate Street on May 24, 1738. He and his brother Charles, George Whitefield, Joseph Ingham, and some others were in the room in Fetter Lane where they used to meet. They were having what they called a “love feast” and had been together for hours. This is what Wesley writes:


About 3 o’clock in the morning, as we were continuing instant in prayer, the power of God came mightily upon us inasmuch that many cried out for exceeding joy, and many fell to the ground. As soon as we were recovered a little from the awe and the amazement at the Presence of his majesty we broke out with one voice, “We praise thee, O God, we acknowledge thee to be the Lord.”


They began to sing the Te Deum, which is often sung today. But do you see the difference? They did not sing it because it was announced at a given point in the service. No; they “broke out with one voice.” They knew they were in the presence of God. As John Wesley put it, “as we were continuing instant in prayer, the power of God came mightily upon us.”


Now there are people who not only know nothing about that, they even argue against it. They say, “As long as you are a Christian and have given your whole life to God, you do not look for anything further. You just go on serving God and do not worry about any experience.” Oh, what a tragedy! This is the object of all knowledge; if your theology does not bring you to something like this, it is of very little value to you. Nor is anything else you may have; all your diligence, all your persistence in these matters, all your concern are of no value. This is what we are meant to come to; this is worship. You bow down, you are humbled, you are silent, you are filled with awe at the presence of the majesty of God, and you can do nothing but adore him. That is true worship.


Now do not misunderstand me. I am not saying, “Stop praying if you do not experience this.” No, no; that would be quite wrong. We must go on praying; we must do everything else God tells us to do. All I am saying is that the real danger confronting us all is to stop with what we do, to stop at the means of grace, to stop at our own Bible reading, our own prayer, our own diligence. Oh, what a tragedy it is to stop at the means and to fail to see that God has provided them for us in order to lead us on to this act of worship, the high watermark! Go through your Bible, go through the biographies of the saints, and you will find that this is the highest point that any man or woman can ever reach. This is a foretaste of heaven. This is a glimpse of the Glory. This is a touch of the everlasting. And this is the essence of true worship.


Oh, do not merge this into something general. Do not miss this; do not lose it. The first thing we must realize is the essential character of worship, and we must be content with nothing less than this. It is right, it is our duty, to pray, but if we go through our lives just saying our prayers, without knowing anything of what it is to fall down before God—well, I am saying that is Christianity at its very lowest. We are only just in the kingdom. But here are the riches; here are the glorious possibilities. Our Lord died on the cross not merely that our sins might be forgiven, but, as Peter puts it, he died, he gave himself for us, “that he might bring us to God” (1 Pet. 3:18). Or as Hebrews 10:19 puts it, “Having therefore, brethren, boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus.” What is your thinking about “the blood of Jesus”? Do you stop at forgiveness, or do you realize that this blood brings you into the Presence, into the holiest of all? There you realize the Presence and you worship him, you bow down before him.


So, as we have seen in the case of John Wesley, we find true worship of God in individual experiences and in the great revivals, which are but wonderful records of this very thing. You read about people who have been Christians for years and are good people, but suddenly the revival comes, the Spirit of God is poured out, and they are overwhelmed, as Wesley was. If ever there was a man who was non-emotional it was John Wesley. He was hardheaded, as it were, intellectual, the scholar—as far from emotionalism as you can imagine a man to be. But remember what he had to say about himself on January 1, 1739—this is what happens in revival. There are these people praying, and suddenly the power of God, the glory of God, is manifest, and the result, as in Wesley’s description, is that sometimes they literally fall to the floor, overwhelmed. They feel they are nobody; they feel they are nothing. They feel doubtful as to whether they have ever been Christians at all; they doubt whether they have ever really prayed or have ever really worshipped. They have been taking things from God. They have been using Christ just to soothe their consciences. They have been interested only in the first principles of the gospel of Christ. But now they know the fullness—and that is revival. They have a sense of the glory of God, and there is nothing to do but to fall before him and to adore him in wondering worship and praise.


There, then, is something of a definition of what is meant by worship. I am concerned to show the uniqueness of this act and to emphasize that we must be content with nothing less. Do not listen to people who say to you, “You’re a Christian, you’ve given your life to God—just go on serving, don’t worry.” Oh, my dear friend, this other is what you are offered, and if you are not anxious to obtain it, if you are not thirsting for it, if you are not longing for it, then all your understanding has missed the point—you are misinterpreting the Scriptures and the great Christian tradition.


So, then, how are we to come to the point at which we worship God? Well, the second principle that I find here is this—we must submit ourselves entirely to the teaching of the Bible concerning this matter. Our Lord puts it like this: “Ye worship ye know not what: we know what we worship: for salvation is of the Jews.” That is a most important statement from every standpoint. These Samaritans, as we have seen, only had the Pentateuch, that is, the five books of Moses—that is all they had of the Old Testament. They did not have the prophets and their teaching or the book of Psalms.


Now our Lord is including the Pentateuch in his statement here. But the Samaritans even narrowed the five books of Moses down to the mechanics—“this mountain” and the particular ritual that they believed in. So there was this dispute as to whether you should worship here or there. You know the interest that is so common today in postures, in whether you should stand or kneel, and in ceremony and ritual, the mere externals of religion. Oh, the tragedy of it all! No, no, says our Lord; you do not know, you do not understand: “We know what we worship: for salvation is of the Jews.”


In essence, that statement by our Lord means that we do not start with our ideas of worship. That is the danger. We do not take human ideas of worship, for the history of the church shows us so plainly that as the centuries pass, people always try to add to worship and to make up a system. That is why, when you look at a church such as the Roman Catholic Church of today, and compare it with the Christian church in the New Testament, you feel you are in two entirely different realms. From where did they get all their practices? Well, they borrowed. They borrowed from Old Testament practices that, even according to the teaching of Scripture, should have been left behind, and they also borrowed from the mystery religions. And whenever the Roman Catholic Church went to a country that a Western nation had taken over, they believed it was right to incorporate into the act of Christian worship and praise various rituals from the pagan religions. So you have a kind of syncretism, and you elaborate and elaborate and elaborate, and all the attention is paid to the externals and the trappings. But the vital and real aspects are never known and are never experienced at all.


So we must turn away from that. You can have textbooks that will teach you, it is claimed, how to worship, and there are people who are “experts” in liturgies and litanies and so on. They say they can teach you, and it is all very beautiful and wonderful. Ah, but the question is, does it lead to worship? Are you being moved by the stained-glass windows? Are you being moved by the beauty of the diction or by the exact precision of the arrangement of the service? You can be moved aesthetically, and we often fool ourselves and think that is a spiritual experience. But it is not. We must, I repeat, go back and receive our instructions from the Bible itself. There and there alone do we find true worship.


Let me put it to you like this: look at the trouble God took (if I may so put it) in instructing Moses with regard to worship. I know that it was chiefly external there in the wilderness, but it was symbolic—it was all meant to convey to us the real, essential spirit of worship. That is why our Lord says, “The hour cometh, when ye shall neither in this mountain, nor yet at Jerusalem, worship the Father” (John 4:21). Not even in Jerusalem, because worship is something that is done “in spirit and in truth” (v. 24). But there in the Old Testament is this instruction, given simply to convey to us the idea that our own thoughts concerning worship are quite inadequate, and we must be instructed by God himself.


An incident in the Old Testament ought to fix this in our minds once and forever. It concerns an event that is called “the rebellion of Korah.” Three men in the camp of Israel—Korah, Dathan, and Abiram—were prominent princes and were very able men. But they became jealous of Moses and Aaron. They said in essence, “Who are these two men who arrogate unto themselves the right to dictate to us as to how we should worship? We know as well as they do how God is to be worshipped.” So they set themselves up and called a public meeting. Then they addressed the crowd, and the people were very ready to listen to them and to agree with them. People are always ready to listen to new ideas; they are always after some novelty. And these men persuaded the people. They said, “This is how we should worship, not the way that these others tell you.” And you remember what happened: God punished Korah, Dathan, and Abiram and their households in a most terrible manner. The ground opened, and they were swallowed up and disappeared (Num. 16).


But God did not leave it at that. He called Moses and said in effect, “I want this to be fixed and established in the minds and the hearts of these people and all their descendants after them.” So he told Moses to bring together the twelve princes of the twelve tribes of Israel. Each prince was to bring a rod with him, and each man was to write his name upon the rod. Aaron was to bring a rod with his name on it for the house of Levi. They handed their rods to Moses, who put them in the Tabernacle. Then God told Moses to leave the rods there overnight and look at them the following morning. God said, “The man’s rod, whom I shall choose, shall blossom” (Num. 17:5)—he would be the man who was teaching the truth as God had given it.


So they did this, and when Moses went into the Tabernacle in the morning, he saw that “the rod of Aaron for the house of Levi was budded” (Num. 17:8). God told Moses to put “Aaron’s rod that budded” (Heb. 9:4) in the Ark of the Covenant as a permanent token or memorial. What was it to be a token of? Well, this very question of worship. It is God who teaches us how to worship. It is he, and not men, who appoints the high priest. They may be very able and clever men such as Korah, Dathan, and Abiram, but that does not matter. It is God who is to be worshipped, and he tells us how, and we must not deviate from the teaching.


So we must not be deluded by appeals to beauty, order, and arrangement. No, no; worship is a matter of “spirit and . . . truth,” and God has instructed us, and his Son has instructed us. You see him here in John 4; you see him worshipping God. Of course, his whole life was lived for God, but you find that he would rise “a great while before day” and go out to a solitary place to pray, or he would pray all night on a mountain (see, for example, Mark 1:35; Luke 6:12). He would go apart from the people in order that he might have quiet and silence and pray and adore and worship God. Our Lord constantly did this, and he teaches us to do the same. So we need the instruction that our Lord gave to the woman of Samaria at this point: “Ye worship ye know not what: we know what we worship: for salvation is of the Jews.” We must look to him and listen to him and be led by him, and by him alone. The moment we deviate from that, we have already gone astray.


Those are the main matters with regard to worship that are taught here. What about the true ideas of God? You cannot separate the two; they go together. As we think of God, so we will worship. So our Lord also gives this woman instruction with regard to God. He says in effect, “You think you are worshipping God, but you are not. You are worshipping something created by your forefathers.” And, oh, how terrible it is to realize how often we have been guilty of the same self-deception.


Do we know whom we worship? Who is our God? What is our God? Have you faced these questions? You can go through life dropping down on your knees, saying your prayers, without having thought about to whom you are praying. This is vital, for our ideas of God, as we have seen, can be so wrong, so false. We confine our worship to buildings. We think of God as mere Force, mere Power, “the ground of our being,” and all that the modern philosophers are teaching about him, even from Christian pulpits. This is such an utter travesty of the truth. That is why the church is as she is. We must take our teaching from the Lord himself, and here it is.


The translation of the Authorized Version in verse 24 is, “God is a Spirit,” but a better translation is, “God is Spirit.” What a contrast this is with the localizing of God—“this mountain,” “Jerusalem,” particular buildings. No, no, says our Lord, get rid of that. “God is Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth.” Now this is a subject that the early Christians, the apostles, and other teachers had a great fight about, even with the Jews; the Jews had gone astray on this matter. Take, for instance, the martyr Stephen. This is how he puts it in his great address to the Sanhedrin:


But Solomon built him an house. Howbeit the most High dwelleth not in temples made with hands; as saith the prophet, heaven is my throne, and earth is my footstool: what house will ye build me? saith the Lord: or what is the place of my rest? Hath not my hand made all these things? (Acts 7:47–50)


And Paul has to make exactly the same point when he arrives in Athens. Here are the Athenians with their temples all over the place, and Paul says, “I perceive that in all things ye are too superstitious”—that means, “too religious,” worshipping these various gods; and so the apostle puts it to them in these words—“For as I passed by, and beheld your devotions, I found an altar with this inscription, TO THE UNKNOWN GOD.” Then exactly like our Lord to the woman of Samaria, Paul says, “Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship, him declare I unto you” (Acts 17:22–23). He is the apostle; he is sent. He has been given the revelation, the message, and he does not argue, he does not philosophize—he declares, for he has had experience of this living God through the Lord Jesus Christ. “Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship . . .”


Oh, beloved people, let us examine ourselves. Are we worshipping “ignorantly,” or do we know the God whom we worship? “Him declare I unto you.” And then Paul says:


God that made the world and all things therein, seeing that he is Lord of heaven and earth, dwelleth not in temples made with hands; neither is worshipped with men’s hands, as though he needed any thing, seeing he giveth to all life, and breath, and all things. (Acts 17:24–25)


There, then, is the great principle: God is Spirit. God is the living God. He is completely unlike the pagan gods, which were made out of gold and silver and wood. The people had to carry their gods and put them on pedestals before they bowed down and worshipped them. The people themselves were doing everything; their gods were dead. The psalmist ridicules this in various places. For example:


Their idols . . . have mouths, but they speak not: eyes have they, but they see not: they have ears, but they hear not: noses have they, but they smell not: they have hands, but they handle not: feet have they, but they walk not: neither speak they through their throat. (115:4–7)


But that is not God, the living God! God is Spirit. You cannot confine God to “this mountain” or “Jerusalem.” Why not? Because God is everywhere; he is omnipresent.


Listen again to the psalmist putting this in the glorious way that the psalmists do:


Whither shall I go from thy spirit? or whither shall I flee from thy presence? If I ascend up into heaven, thou art there: if I make my bed in hell, behold, thou art there. If I take the wings of the morning, and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea; even there shall thy hand lead me, and thy right hand shall hold me. If I say, Surely the darkness shall cover me; even the night shall be light about me. Yea, the darkness hideth not from thee; but the night shineth as the day: the darkness and the light are both alike to thee. (139:7–12)


And that is what our Lord is teaching here: God is Spirit, and he is everywhere. Nothing is hidden from his sight: “But all things are naked and opened unto the eyes of him with whom we have to do” (Heb. 4:13). Language is inadequate! Even the Bible only gives us glimpses and pictures. Oh, the glory of God, filling the universe, the universe he made. He is over all, reigning and ruling over all. “For our God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29). “God is light, and in him is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5). God is Spirit, and his might and his power are illimitable. He is the living God, the Father of all spirits. God is. And everything else has come into existence only as the result of his great and holy will and the work of his power.


But we must not stop at that. If we did, we would all be filled with terror and alarm. “God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth.” You cannot conceive of it, but, thank God, our Lord went on to say something further to this woman. Do not forget that he also said, “The hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth: for the Father seeketh such to worship him.” And this, of course, is the special revelation that has come through our blessed Lord and Savior. In the Old Testament, we find the prophets almost grasping this truth—“Like as a father pitieth his children . . .” (Ps. 103:13)—but they do not get any further. It is the Son who shows us the tender loving care of the Father, our “Abba, Father” (Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:6).


Then there is that beautiful phrase of the apostle Paul, which ought to thrill our hearts to the depths. He talks about “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 11:31). The Father and Son are like one another. So we have glimpses of Jesus, and, ah, that is the Father: “he that hath seen me hath seen the Father” (John 14:9).


What does this mean? This is wonderful truth; this is a part of this great offer of life that is life indeed—eternal life. We must ever remember that this great God, the Father of all spirits, God who is Spirit, the everlasting Creator, the God of glory, is one who, according to the counsel of his own will—and it baffles us and amazes us—has set his heart and his love upon us. Before the very foundation and creation of the world he knew you and he chose you; he has “called you out of darkness into his marvellous light” (1 Pet. 2:9). Why? So that you might “receive the adoption of sons” (Gal. 4:5).You are not merely forgiven—you are adopted into the family of heaven, you are a child of God. He is concerned about you, and he knows all about you.


A hymn (“Lord of All Being”) puts it so well:


Center and soul of every sphere,


Yet to each loving heart how near.


OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES


Do you realize that when you pray or when you worship? Before you begin to utter a sound, realize who God is. Remember the principle of recollection. You must stop; you must think about what you are doing. And then you remember who God is—“Center and soul of every sphere,” and you feel, “I cannot do anything.” Then you remember, “Yet to each loving heart how near.” “But the very hairs of your head are all numbered” (Matt. 10:30).


We should never go into the presence of God without remembering all this rich teaching that is given to us. Let me give you one more example. It is in the sixth chapter of the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, where again this same matter is being dealt with:


And what agreement hath the temple of God with idols? for ye are the temple of the living God; as God hath said, I will dwell in them, and walk in them; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. Wherefore come out from among them, and be ye separate, saith the Lord . . .


It does not matter how small the number is.


. . . and touch not the unclean thing; and I will receive you, and will be a Father unto you, and ye shall be my sons and daughters, saith the Lord Almighty. (2 Cor. 6:16–18)


And the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews crowns it all: “Wherefore God is not ashamed to be called their God” (11:16). This the Father, the one who loves you with an everlasting love, the one who is interested in you.


And Peter ends it all by saying, “Casting all your care upon him” (1 Pet. 5:7). Who? The eternal Spirit, “the Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning” (Jas. 1:17). Yes, all that is true of him. But as for you, you cannot “cast your cares.” You are overwhelmed with grief or sorrow or shame or disappointment. Life has been harsh and cold; the devil has tempted you, and you are full of cares and anxiety. You are severely burdened. “Cast all your care upon him; for he careth for you.” God is Spirit, yes, but God is our Father in and through our blessed Lord and Savior.


These are the preliminaries to worship, and until we are right about them, we shall know very little about “the well of water springing up into everlasting life.” God grant that the particular hindrances—wrong ideas about worship, wrong ideas about God—may, in the light of the teaching we have seen, be removed and that we now may realize the presence of God and know something about that experience that Wesley and the others had in Fetter Lane: “We praise, we worship thee, O God.”
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In Spirit and in Truth


The woman saith unto him, Sir, I perceive that thou art a prophet. Our fathers worshipped in this mountain; and ye say, that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to worship. Jesus saith unto her, Woman, believe me, the hour cometh, when ye shall neither in this mountain, nor yet at Jerusalem, worship the Father. Ye worship ye know not what: we know what we worship: for salvation is of the Jews. But the hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth: for the Father seeketh such to worship him. God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth. (John 4:19–24)


W e are considering the great offer of the Christian gospel in John 4:13–14. This passage shows us the condition in which we should all be as Christian people. Our Lord’s promise is that whoever drinks of the water he shall give shall never thirst—never thirst! Never is an all-inclusive word. It does not matter what the state of the world; whether we be at peace or in the midst of war, the Christian should never thirst. Christians are rendered immune to “the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune”; they are rendered immune to any trial or tribulation that may come across their paths.


But the great question is, do we know this? Do we have this well of water springing up within us? Are we in a condition in which we never thirst? And we are considering some of the hindrances to obtaining this fullness of the Lord Jesus Christ, which gives perfect, enduring satisfaction. At the moment we are dealing with the hindrance that arises from the fact that our ideas of worship and our ideas of God, the God whom we worship, tend to be so wrong.


We are looking, therefore, at verses 19–24 in this chapter, and we have seen that when we worship God, we reach the highest point that any human being can ever reach. But the great question is, do we know what it means to worship? Do we know whom we worship? How tragic it is that people should be fooling themselves by imagining they are worshipping God when they are doing something that, according to our Lord’s own teaching, is quite valueless!


Now this subject is rather appropriate on this particular morning—Remembrance Sunday.6 Various meetings are being held throughout the country, but what is their meaning? What is their value? This is an important question. If we believe that the only hope for the human race is knowledge of God and to be blessed by God, then nothing is more important than worship and prayer. Therefore we are dealing with the very essence of our modern problem and condition. Everything else is failing—there is no need to waste time in illustrating that. In spite of all the efforts of humanity throughout the centuries, the long history of what is called civilization is a record of failure, and the world is in as desperate a condition today as it has ever been, if not worse. Our only hope is in God.


And now today, Remembrance Sunday, people in large numbers are adopting the attitude and the posture of prayer and of worship. But have we not a right to ask whether they know what they are doing, whether it has any meaning for them? Is it real worship? The Samaritans thought they were worshipping God, and we ourselves know from our own experiences that we have often imagined that we have been worshipping God when we have been doing nothing of the kind according to the standpoint of this teaching in John 4. I would be wasting your time and mine if I were to address the state of the world, giving my opinion on the international problems and trying to tell statesmen how to solve them. That would be not only folly but sheer impertinence. I am in no position to do that. And when the Christian church spends a morning in that way, she is displaying her ignorance of her own truth. No, no; we are here to teach people how to worship, how to know the only “living and true God” (1 Thess. 1:9), and nothing matters but this. Rulers and monarchs, potentates and powers are all mortal and are all going to die, but the soul remains face-to-face with God.
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