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God is spirit  
 

 

For a long time now it has seemed to me that “spirit” is the second most useless word 

in the Christian vocabulary, a close second behind the word “god” as our most 

useless. Both words border on being useless because they lend themselves to being 

filled with pretty much any meaning we’d like. Talk about God and Spirit, then, will 

very often be at cross purposes; nothing is communicated.  

What then are we to make of the little, almost throwaway, line we heard from Jesus 

this morning – “God is spirit” – one useless word used to define another? This 

question matters because I imagine that most of us nod our heads at what Jesus has to 

say here. What are we affirming in this? And what has it to do with what Jesus 

affirms? 

Jesus’ declaration arises in a discussion with the Samaritan woman he meets at the 

well. There is a controversy between the Jews and the Samaritans as to where the 

appropriate place to worship is. Jesus implies the priority of Jerusalem for worship 

over the Samaritan alternative but he then goes a step further, stating that the 

controversy will become a matter of the past, because  

… the hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this 

mountain nor in Jerusalem… [T]he hour is coming, and is now here, when the 

true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father 

seeks such as these to worship him. God is spirit, and those who worship him 

must worship in spirit and truth… 

Here the edge of what Jesus says cuts away from the fixed nature of worship which 

might be associated with worshipping all the time in the same place or the same way. 

Whatever spirit is, it is free and not bound to this or that place. Recall from last week:  

…What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit… 
 

The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not 

know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born 

of the Spirit” (John 3.6-8). 

This accords with our general religious sensitivities, in the same way as does “God is 

spirit.” And yet let us also recall from last week the shock of Nicodemus at what is to 

us, we imagine, so obvious. As was the case then, so also here: Jesus presents to the 

Samaritan woman something which is new, even shocking. As for Nicodemus, so also 

for her: on hearing that “God is spirit”, the implied response is, “How can these things 

be?”
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What then of happy contemporary affirmations that “God is spirit” and the growing 

interest in spirituality unconnected to particular practices or institutions? 
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 (John 3.9; in the case of the woman, the surprise is indicated in her shifting of the topic several times). 



 

One of the major contributors to the uselessness for Christian thinking of the words 

“spirit” and “God” is they are fundamentally negations. It’s hard to say with any 

clarity just what spirit is, but it seems quite easy to say what it is not. A spirit is a 

thing not bound, not visible, not containable, not rigid, not a surface appearance, not 

predictable, not material.
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But in John’s gospel, spirit as a general idea is not separable from the Spirit – that 

presence of God which is active in Jesus himself, as well as more broadly in the 

world. Across the breadth of John’s talk about the Spirit we discover a very different 

understanding of what the Spirit is, which brings us to the matter of the identity of this 

Spirit, its characteristic markings. Later in the gospel Jesus speaks of the Spirit as 

“another” comforter or advocate, following on from Jesus (14.15-17). This advocate 

will remind of the things which Jesus himself said (14.25). He’ll testify on Jesus’ 

behalf (15.26), speaking not on his own but of things he has heard. He will glorify 

Christ by taking the things of Christ and declaring them to the disciples (16.13f).  

To worship “in Spirit”, then, is not to be set free from all tangible, fixed things but in 

fact to be tied ever more closely to Jesus – one very particular thing. In a spiritual age 

such as ours, this an unexpected conclusion, because Jesus is historical and specific. 

Whereas “spirit” as an idea usually implies that no historical baggage need be carried, 

we could say that the Holy Spirit who rests on Jesus and whom Jesus sends to us is 

“limited” by Jesus himself, and marked by his particular ministry.  

Spirituality, then, is given shape in Jesus himself. And so the meaning of “spirit”, and 

what it means to be spiritual, is for Christians tied up with the answer to the question, 

Who is Jesus Christ? 

In fact, the way into an adequate answer to this question is given in the “name” “Jesus 

Christ” itself. We must ever keep in mind that “Jesus Christ” is a contracted sentence: 

“Jesus is the Christ”. Our question, then, is not so much “who is Jesus Christ” but 

what does it mean to say that Jesus is the Christ, that the way of Christian spirituality 

takes the form of the way of Jesus? 

Some shape is given to this in the gospel story we have heard this morning. This 

spirituality crosses the boundaries which divide up human society. The woman 

knows, and so do Jesus disciples, that “Jews do not share things in common with 

Samaritans”. The way of Jesus, then, transgresses such divisions. This transgression, 

however, is not simply the spiritual – or the right spirit – breaking into the non-

spiritual (or wrongly spiritual). There is an implied judgement in Jesus’ declaration 

that the woman is on her sixth man but the text does not linger on this. Rather, the 

way of Jesus is that he becomes for her a seventh man, a seventh “husband”. Insofar 

as seven is, culturally, a number of completion or perfection, Jesus is then hers – her 

perfection – according to the particular way she is deficient. It does not matter if our 

modern minds object that her being a Samaritan, in serial relationships or even being a 

woman are not deficiencies; to the text they seem to be and in that context they pose a 

particular question to which Jesus is the surprising answer.  

This is the way of the spirit of Christ, the way of “spirit and truth”, put most 

beautifully by our poet this morning: where “breath to breath breathes honestly”. 
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 Correspondingly, when we relate the idea of God to concepts of omnipotence, omnipresence or 

omniscience we are speaking of things we do not know. What we really mean is: not impotent (which 

we know), not limited in space (which we also know) and not limited in knowledge – all of which 

describe ourselves. God is “not-us”. 



 

Jesus’ spirit (breath) meets hers honestly, both in the sense of truthfully and in the 

sense of honouring, conforming, to what she is. This is a transforming truth such that 

her final exclamation (which we didn’t hear in our shorter version this morning), is to 

say to her friends: “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done! He 

cannot be the Messiah, can he?” That is, come and see a man who has spoken me – 

for worse, and for better.
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And yes, this makes him “the Messiah”. To say that God is spirit, with reference to 

the Spirit which Christ bears and gives as “living water”, is say that God comprehends 

us, and comprehends us with a view to healing:  

“Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in 

order that the world might be saved through him.” 

This is the way of spirit: not condemning but healing, breathing honestly into us, 

telling the truth about us, honouring what we are and have done by letting that be the 

shape of our healing. 

In a moment we will break bread and take the cup, hearing the familiar words, “This 

is my body broken for you, do this for the remembrance of me”. What is also being 

said here – the subtext which makes this particular sacrament one which matters – is, 

“This is my body, broken by you.” This is, in the words of the Samaritan woman, “All 

that we have ever done”. This, too, is part of the remembrance, that breath might 

breathe to us honestly, that we might be realised, not to be condemned, but that we 

might give thanks – eucharistein
4
 – for God’s power to use our brokenness as material 

to re-create us as ourselves, and yet more. 

Let us, then, indeed give thanks that God is such spirit, such life-giving water, 

nourishing, healing, invigorating unto life in all its fullness. Amen.  

*** 

                                            
3
 At Jacob’s Well, Harold McCurdy, Theology Today January 1997 53: 516 

4
 “Eucharistein” is the Greek word behind “Eucharist” – to give thanks. 


