
  

 

 

 

 

 Does God care how I worship Him? There are many people who attempt to worship God in 

many different ways. But, are they all pleasing to God? Can I just offer to God whatever kind of 

worship I desire to offer Him – and expect that He will be pleased with it? Let’s investigate this 

question from the Scriptures. 

God’s Criteria For True Worship 

 To learn God’s criteria for true worship, we need to listen to Jesus’ teaching in John 4:19-24. 

The passage comes in the context of Jesus talking with the Samaritan woman He met at Jacob’s well. 

 First, after communicating with Jesus, this woman told Jesus, “Sir, I perceive that You are a 

prophet” (verse 19). This woman was prompted to this conclusion based on the fact that Jesus had just 

told her about her marriage situation – even though she had never met Him before. Then, she said, 

“Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, and you Jews say that in Jerusalem is the place where one 

ought to worship” (verse 20). So, this woman had a specific question for Jesus about worshiping. 

 Jesus answers her question in verses 21-24:  “Woman, believe Me, the hour is coming when 

you will neither on this mountain, nor in Jerusalem, worship the Father. You worship what you do not 

know; we know what we worship, for salvation is of the Jews. But the hour is coming, and now is, 

when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for the Father is seeking such to 

worship Him. God is Spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth.” 

 Although the Jews and the Samaritans put emphasis on the place of worship, Jesus taught them 

that the time would come when the place would not matter. Indeed, under Christ’s new law, true 

worship can be offered by anyone – any place in this world! So, the place is not the focus of true 

worship that is offered to God. 

 Then, Jesus identifies two elements of true worship. Notice that the Father (God) is said to be 

seeking those who will worship Him in this way. Given this reality, let’s pause to consider a basic point 
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regarding worship. Worship is an act of bowing before and kissing toward (whether physically or 

figuratively) one who is deemed worthy of such worship.  

 God is the only one who is worthy of our worship. He should be held in high esteem and shown 

the proper degree of reverence. God is the one who created all things. And, as the one who is worthy 

of worship, He has the authority to tell us how He desires to be worshiped.  

 Think about it this way. Suppose you are an avid sports fan. Except you are not just a fan. 

Instead, you believe so much in a particular athlete that you allow yourself to think that he is worthy 

of worship. Now, suppose that you wanted to try and express your reverence toward that athlete 

through your worship. Suppose that this athlete told you that he wanted you to bring him an offering 

of M&M candy. But, suppose that you thought it would be better to give him a bag of Skittles candy 

(because that was your preference and you thought he would like it as well). Would this be acceptable? 

Would this offering be what the one you were trying to worship wanted from your worship? No, it 

would not! 

 In the same way, God has told us what He desires from our worship today. Since He is the one 

who is worthy of our worship and has authority to tell us how He desires to be worshiped, our worship 

must meet His standard! Even if I feel right in offering Him some other kind of worship, I must 

recognize that my worship is not about myself. Instead, my worship must be about God! And, the only 

way that my worship can fully be about God is if I worship Him in the way that He desires to be 

worshiped! 

 Once again, Jesus (in John 4) specified two elements involved in the kind of true worship that 

God is seeking. First, Jesus said that we must worship God in spirit. He also connected this with the 

fact that “God is Spirit.” Please recognize, then, that since God is Spirit (and is not flesh and bones), 

our worship cannot be expressed solely through the physical. Whenever Jesus (who was God in the 

flesh) was on the earth, people could worship Him by physically bowing before and kissing toward 

Him (see Matthew 28:9). However, since God is no longer on this earth, a mere physical expression of 

worship is not true worship! Instead, our spirits must be fully engaged in our worship (which will often 

have some outward expression of the worship). Thus, our worship must be both heartfelt and sincere 

– not just going through the motions of some physical activity God wants from us! 

 Second, Jesus said that we must worship God in truth. Unlike the Samaritans (who Jesus said 

worshiped what they did not know), true worshipers will know the One they worship! So, our worship 

must be directed in truth toward God. In order to do this, not only do we need an accurate understanding 

of God, but we must follow the truth about how He desires to be worshiped. Through the pages of the 

inspired Scriptures, God has told us exactly how He desires to be worshiped. And, we can only worship 

Him acceptably if we are doing what He has told us He desires from us in worship. God has plainly 

told us, “And whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to 

God the Father through Him” (Colossians 3:17). So, even in the way that we worship God, we must 

have Bible authority for everything that we do. If we do not, our worship cannot be according to truth 

– even if it is heartfelt and sincere! 



 Both of these elements (spirit and truth) are necessary in order to produce the kind of true 

worship God desires. If we offer God worship that is according to the way of truth (i.e. if it is the exact 

physical expression of worship that God desires – nothing more and nothing less), but is not heartfelt 

or sincere, it is not true worship. Instead, we may just be going through the motions of appearing to 

worship God. Or, if our worship to God is as heartfelt and sincere as can be, but it is not according to 

truth (i.e. if it is not an expression of worship God has authorized), it is not true worship. Instead, we 

may just be offering worship to God that we hope He will accept. Both elements of spirit and truth are 

necessary (at the same time) to produce true worship! 

Examples Of Some Who Failed To Worship God Acceptably 

 The fact that God is seeking true worshipers means that it is possible not to be a true worshiper. 

Not only is this the right conclusion based on what we have observed in John 4, but it is in full harmony 

with the rest of Scripture. Consider a few examples that demonstrate how it is possible to worship God 

in a way that fails to please God. 

 First, consider Cain. Both Cain and his brother, Abel, brought an offering to God (see Genesis 

4:1-5). Abel, who was a shepherd, brought an offering of the firstborn of his flock. His sacrifice is 

described in the Scriptures as being by faith (see Hebrews 11:4). Genesis 4:4 says that the Lord 

respected Abel and his offering. However, Cain, who was a tiller of the ground, brought an offering of 

the first of the fruit of the ground to the Lord. But, Genesis 4:5 says that God did not respect Cain and 

his offering. So, both individuals attempted to worship God by sacrificing to Him. While the Scriptures 

do not reveal what was wrong with Cain’s offering, they are clear in stating that God did not respect 

it. Only one of these two attempts at worshiping God was pleasing to God. 

 Second, consider Nadab and Abihu. These two brothers were both priests and sons of Aaron. 

As such, they should have known the law of God concerning the sacrifices God desired. Yet, Leviticus 

10:1-2 records that these two individuals “each took his censer and put fire in it, put incense on it, and 

offered profane fire before the Lord, which He had not commanded them. So fire went out from the 

Lord and devoured them, and they died before the Lord.” There was something about this offering that 

was unauthorized by God. They did something that the Lord “had not commanded them.” Therefore, 

their attempt to worship God actually provoked the Lord to anger so that He killed them. 

 Third, consider the Jews. In Matthew 15, Jesus confronted some of the Jews – namely, the 

scribes and the Pharisees. The problem Jesus was confronting was the fact that these Jews had 

established many traditions that caused them to violate the commandments of God (see verses 3-6). 

Then, quoting from Isaiah concerning them, Jesus said, “These people draw near to Me with their 

mouth, And honor Me with their lips, But their heart is far from Me. And in vain they worship Me, 

Teaching as doctrines the commandments of men” (verses 8-9). Their worship was worthless! As long 

as they were just going through the motions of worshiping God, rather than sincerely worshiping God 

according to His truth, their worship failed to please God. 

 Fourth, consider the Athenians. In Acts 17, Paul encountered some people in the city of Athens 

who were given over to idolatry. And, among all of their idols, Paul observed one with the inscription, 



“TO THE UNKNOWN GOD.” Yet, Paul said that they worshiped Him without really knowing Him 

(see verse 23). Surely, this could not be true worship before God! Instead, Paul recognized this error 

and began preaching to them about the God they truly did not know. As he concluded his lesson to 

them, he called upon them to repent, saying, “Truly, these times of ignorance God overlooked, but now 

commands all men everywhere to repent, because He has appointed a day on which He will judge the 

world in righteousness by the Man whom He has ordained. He has given assurance of this to all by 

raising Him from the dead” (verses 30-31). So, their ignorance in worship was not pleasing to God! 

 Fifth, consider Judaizing “Christians.” There were “Christians” among the early church who 

desired to bind Jewish laws and traditions on those who desired to follow Jesus. As Paul dealt with this 

problem in Colossians 2, he said that “These things indeed have an appearance of wisdom in self-

imposed religion, false humility, and neglect of the body, but are of no value against the indulgence of 

the flesh” (verse 23). So, by following man-made traditions and commandments, they were imposing 

their own religion (and worship) on God. Rather than focusing on what God wanted, they were focused 

on what they wanted to do or thought was appropriate. 

 These five examples teach us many lessons in the area of worship. But, in all of them, you 

should observe the fact that people attempted to worship God and something about their worship did 

not please God. In all of these examples, learn the lesson that it is possible to worship God in a way 

that angers Him – whenever our worship does not meet the criteria of spirit and truth! 

Conclusion 

 Yes, God does care how we worship Him! And, since God is seeking true worshipers, we need 

to learn how to worship Him in this way. Fortunately, God has told us all that we need to know about 

worshiping Him. The New Testament gives us all the instructions we need concerning how to worship 

God acceptably. If you will study and apply His instructions to your life, you can worship God in a 

way that pleases Him! 
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