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The Samaritan Woman, 
Jesus and God the father! 

A Close Reading of John 4:21-24 with 
an Emphasis on the Concept of God 

Hanne Løland*

Resumen

Este artículo es una lectura narrativa de la perícopa “Jesús y la 
mujer samaritana” de Juan 4. Aborda la metáfora “Dios padre” o “el 
padre Dios” al precisar que “Padre” o πατερ es una metáfora para 
referirse a Dios, metáfora que aparece en el evangelio de Juan más 
frecuentemente que en los demás escritos del Nuevo Testamento y 
se encuentra tres veces en los versículos 21-24. La mujer samaritana 
cuestiona a Jesús a propósito de dónde dar culto, que era motivo de 
conflicto entre judíos y samaritanos. En este conflicto, Jesús se decla-
ra de parte de los judíos antes de orientar la discusión hacia el cómo 
dar culto. Una nueva pregunta se plantea hoy a partir de la lectura 
de Juan 4,21-24 (o del evangelio de Juan o de la Biblia, en general), 
si dar culto a Dios como “padre”. Anota la autora que “Dios padre” 
es una metáfora masculina que, por esta razón, ha sido cuestionada 

* Doctor Theologiae (2007) MF-Norwegian School of Theology, Old testament Studies. Associate Pro-
fessor of Old Testament Studies, MF-Norwegian School of Theology, Oslo (Noruega). John Temple-
ton Award for Theological Promise (2008). Hanne.Loland@mf.no
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desde la teología feminista. Y plantea que reconocer a Dios como 
padre no significa literalmente que Dios es padre, pues para hablar 
de Dios es siempre necesario recurrir a metáforas e imágenes.

Palabras clave

“Dios padre”, concepto de Dios, género, metáfora, lenguaje para 
hablar de Dios, mujer samaritana, Juan 4,21-24.

Abstract 

This article is a narrative reading of “Jesus and the Woman 
of Samaria” in John 4. It also investigates the metaphor “God the 
father”. “Father” or πατερ is a more prominent metaphor for God 
in John than in any other of the New Testament’s writings and it 
occurs three times in John 4:21-24. The Samaritan woman challenges 
Jesus with the controversial question of where to worship. This issue 
was a standing conflict between “the Jews” and “the Samaritans”. 
In this conflict, Jesus sides with “the Jews” before he brings the 
discussion further from where to worship till the question of how to 
worship. Today another controversial question can be raised when 
reading John 4:21-24 (or the gospel of John and the Bible in general), 
namely, whether to worship God as “the father”. “God the father” is 
a metaphor explicitly marked for male gender because male gender 
is part of the metaphor’s source domain. Because of the associations 
to male gender “God the father” has been frequently questioned in 
feminist research. In this article it will be argued that to be able to 
maintain the understanding that “God the father” does not literally 
mean that God is a father, we need to speak of God in a multitude of 
metaphors and images. 

Key words

“God the father”, concept of God, gender, metaphor, god-lan-
guage, the Samaritan woman, John 4:21-24.
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1. Point of Departure 

 “Mary is Jesus’ mother, then God is his father, and thus obvi-
ously God is a man!” This is how my eight year old nephew argued 
a couple of years ago when I had just completed my doctoral dis-
sertation, Silent or Salient Gender? The Interpretation of Gendered 
God-Language in the Hebrew Bible, Exemplified in Isaiah 42, 46, 
and 491, and I tried to explain to him what the book I had written was 
all about. Clearly he did not see the point at all in asking whether 
God is male, female or neither. It was obvious to him that God had to 
be a man, because God is the father! Who can argue with the logic 
of an eight year old boy? This said; my nephew is not the only one 
inferring from God the father, to a concept of a male god.

Having worked for years on questions concerning God, gender and 
language in the Hebrew Bible I was challenged to give a lecture on the 
notion of God in John 4:21-24 as part of my doctoral exam2. When turning 
to the gospel of John I met again “God the father”. “Father” or πατερ is a 
more prominent metaphor for God in John than in any other of the New 
Testament’s writings3. In John, God is talked of as “father” about 118-120 
times4. Feminist scholars, among whom I include myself, have struggled 

1 The dissertation has later been published in a slightly revised version: Løland, Hanne. Silent or Sa-
lient Gender? The Interpretation of Gendered God-Language in the Hebrew Bible, Exemplified in 
Isaiah 42,46, and 49. (Tübingen: Mohr Sciebeck, 2008). 

2 This article is a revision of one of my exam lectures for the doctoral degree, given at MF Norwegian 
School of Theology, June 2007.The original title and task for the lecture was: “An Exegesis of John 
4:21-24, with an Emphasis on the Notion of God in this passage”. Thanks go to my colleagues and 
friends for input, ideas and literature suggestion in the process of working on that lecture. Especially 
thanks to Karl Olav Sandnes and Eirin Hoel Hauge.

3 “The use of ‘father’ for God is particularly well attested in the Gospel of John”. Reinhartz, Adele. 
“Introduction: ‘Father’ As Metaphor in the Fourth Gospel”, in: Semeia 85, God the Father in the 
Gospel of John, ed. Adele Reinhartz (1999), p. 1. See also: NTR. De nye testamentet revidert med 
oversetternes kommentarer. Joh. Bind 4. (Oslo: Det norske Bibelselskapet, 2004), N21-B22.

4 See among others, Reinhartz, Adele. op. cit., O’Day, Gail R. “Show Us the Father, and We will Be 
Satisfied (John 14:8)”, in: Semeia 85, God the Father in the Gospel of John, ed. Adele Reinhartz, 
(1999), p. 11; and Thompson, Marianna Meye. “The Living Father”, in: Semeia 85, God the Father 
in the Gospel of John, ed. Adele Reinhartz, (1999), p. 19. Thompson’s article also provides more 
relevant statistics for the use and understanding of father in John. Esp. p. 19-21. TDNT. Theological 
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with “God the father” for a long time. “Can a feminist call God ‘father’?”, 
Janet Martin Soskice asked more than fifteen years ago in an article 
entitled with this question5. Whereas Sallie McFague discuses whether 
“God the Father” has gone from being one model for our god-language 
to an idol. She refers to “God the Father” as a “good model gone astray”6. 

 In John 4:21-24 we meet God the father, but also God as spirit – not 
the spirit. We hear of a God whom is known to some and not known to 
others, but who still is worshiped by both groups. We also hear of a God 
who is no longer attached to one place in particularly. Together, this in-
formation, this characterization of God contributes to the construction of 
a concept of God in this passage. One central question of concern in this 
article is what it entails for the readers’ concept of God that God is talked 
of as “father” in John and in particular what it entails when reading our 
text. A first thought when reading our small passage is whether the state-
ment of God being spirit somehow deconstructs the father language or 
whether the bigger narrative in which our verses occur can contribute to 
this. This said, the focus of this article can not only be “God the father” 
because our text and even more so the bigger narrative is concerned with 
so many other things than whether God is father or not.

2. Reading John 4:21-24 – within the Bigger Narrative 

John 4:4- 427 is a narrative about an encounter between Jesus 
and a Samaritan woman. The encounter takes place at Jacob’s well 

Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Friedrich. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1968-
1975), Volume IX, p. 996.

5 Soskice, Janet Martin. “Can a Feminist Call God ‘Father’?”, in: Women’s Voices: Essays in Contem-
porary Feminist Theology, ed. Teresa Elwes, (London: Marshall Pickering, 1992), p. 15-29

6 McFague, Sallie. Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in Religious Language. (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1982), esp. p. 145-192. 

7 Culpepper, R. Alan. Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel. A Study in Literary Design. (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1983-1987); and O’Day, Gail R. “John”, in: Women’s Bible Commentary (Ex. Ed. 
With Apocrypha), eds. Carol A Newsome and Sharon A. Ringe, (Louisville, Ke.: Westminster, 1998): 
p. 383; against this, Botha, J. Eugene. “Jesus and the Samaritan Woman: A Speech Act Reading of 
John 4:1-42”, in: Supplements to Novum Testamentum, Volume LXV, (Leiden: Brill, 1991), 4:1-42.
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(v. 6), in Sychar a city in Samaria (v. 4). Jesus addresses the woman 
and asks her for something to drink (v. 7). She responds to this by 
questioning his request due to the inappropriate situation: Jews 
do not talk to or deal with Samaritans8. Men do not, at least not 
decent men, address women9. Gail O’Day refers to this situation as 
a “scandalous conversation”10. A theological question is set forth in 
the narrative in v. 1911 when the Samaritan woman says: “Sir, I see 
that you are a prophet. Our fathers worshipped on this mountain, 
but you (plural) say that the place where one should worship is in 
Jerusalem”12. Jesus’ response to this is our text-passage:

Jesus said to her, “Believe me, woman, the time is coming when you (plu-
ral) will worship the father neither on this mountain, nor in Jerusalem. 
You (plural) worship what you do not know. We worship what we know. 
For the salvation is from the Jews. But the time is coming, and it is now, 
when the true worshippers will worship the father in spirit and truth. 
Because the father seeks such to worship him. God is spirit, and those 
who worship him, they must worship in spirit and truth”13. 

One of my good colleagues in the department of New Testament 
always tells his students that a-verse-for-verse exegesis is not really 
fruitful when reading John. I will try to follow his advice here and 
look at our passage as a whole, in close contact with the bigger nar-

8 The narrator careful points out this in v. 9b. This verse lacks in some text witnesses. See NRSV and 
Nestle, Erwin et Aland, Kurt. Novum Testamentum Graece. (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 
1979/1995).

9 In v. 27 Jesus disciples return at the scene and it is Jesus’ conversation with a woman that is their 
concern. “They were astonished that he was speaking to a woman”. See also Conway, Colleen. 
“Gender Matters in John”, in: A Feminist Companion to John. Volume II, (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 2003), p. 84 and 86; and Neyrey, Jerome H. The Gospel of John. New Cambridge 
Bible Commentary. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 95.

10 O’Day, Gail R. “John”, in: Women’s Bible Commentary, op. cit., p. 383. See also Keener, Craig S. The 
Gospel of John. A Commentary. Volume I. (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers Inc., 2003), p. 
596.

11  “In 4:20 the form of the woman’s utterance is that of a statement, yet it has the illocutionary force of 
a question, which is confirmed in Jesus’ response in 4:21”. Botha, J. Eugene, op. cit., p. 144. 

12 My translation. NRSV reads “Our ancestors”.

13 The translation here is mine. In general, the translations in this article are from NRSV. The Greek 
text is from BGT- Bible Works Greek LXX/BNT checked up against Nestle-Aland, Novum Testamentum 
Graece, (1979-1995).
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rative, and sometimes I will include some references to John as such. 
I have also made some other choices for my reading: I will, in the 
following, not raise any questions concerning text-history, the shape 
of the gospel, its author, setting, relation to the synoptic gospels, etc. 
Neither will I raise any questions concerning historicity14. I follow the 
more recent literary or narrative approaches to John,15 and read the 
gospel of John as a “literary creation of the evangelist”16 and as “a 
narrative text”17. This does not imply that all the scholars I bring into 
the discussion share my methodological approach. Perspectives and 
findings from different approaches can, in my opinion, be brought 
together meaningfully in one reading. 

I read the gospel in its final form and when I approach John as a 
narrative I take the reader’s side of the story. “Reader” means here 
first and foremost the implied reader18, but I will also comment on 
problems and possibilities that arise from a contemporary here and 
now reading. “John” refers, in the following, to the gospel of John. 
“Jesus” is here used for John’s Jesus, Jesus as a character in the nar-
ratives of John. With the expression “the concept of God” I mean the 
understanding of God that is constructed in the reading of the text and 
it is here, therefore, the readers’ understanding (concept) of God19.

14 For example, I will not discuss whether the historical Jesus actually did talk of God as father nor will 
I go into the relationship or difference between talking about God as abba and as pater. Abba is not 
used in John but the question is relevant in general for the discussion of the historical Jesus use of 
“father-terminology”. Some feminist scholars have in recent times raised questions about the under-
standing and importance of the abba language. See among others, D’Angelo, Mary Rose. “Abba and 
‘Father’: Imperial Theology and the Jesus Traditions”, JBL 111/4 (1992), p. 611-630.

15 See to this paragraph, Gunn, David, M. “Narrative Criticism”, in: To Each Its Own Meaning: an 
Introduction to Biblical Criticisms and Their Applications, ed. Rev. and ex. McKenzie and Haynes, 
(Louisville, Ke.: Westminster, 1999), p. 201-229; Culpepper, R. Alan. Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel. 
A Study in Literary Design. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983). 

16 Culpepper, R. Alan, op. cit., p. 4.

17 Ibíd., p. 5.

18 Culpepper argues that “In John, […] the narrate can not be meaningfully distinguished from the 
implied reader”. See for a more thorough discussion of what the reader or at least the narrate knows 
and not knows in John, in Culpepper, op. cit., p. 205-223, esp. p. 211-223. 

19 See the differentiation between the authors’ ideas and conceptions of God, the god-language in the 
actual text, and the result of the reading, that is the concept of God, in: Løland, Hanne. op. cit., p. 27-29.
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Dialogue and Characters

“Dialogue rather than action carries the scene” in this narrative 
according to Culpepper20. And the narrative is driven forth by this dia-
log, the conversation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman. In the 
bigger narrative they talk about water and living water (vv. 7-15), they 
talk about the Samaritan woman’s husband, or rather five husbands (vv. 
16-18), and then they talk about where to worship. This last discussion 
on where to worship was a longstanding conflict between Samaritans 
and Jews, but it turns here into a discussion on how to worship (vv. 
19-24)21. Our passage, vv. 21-24, is part of this last discussion. 

The main characters in this narrative are Jesus and a Samari-
tan woman22. Our passage opens: “πíστευε μοι, γυναι (Believe me, 
woman)”. Jesus addresses the Samaritan woman merely as γυναι 
“woman”. She is not named. As modern or postmodern readers, 
some of us react to the fact that the woman is not named, whereas 
for example Nicodemus is named in John 323. Certainly the omission 
of a woman’s name can be explained due to the patriarchal context 
of John, where women’s names most often are not attested. Keener 
writes: “In all extant early Palestinian Jewish Sources including 
inscriptions, fewer than 10% of women are named”24. But he also ar-
gues that γυναι “was usually respectful and not an unusual greeting 

20 Culpepper, R. Alan, op. cit., p. 136. 

21 See Schnackenburg, Rudolf. The Gospel According to St John. Volume One. Introduction and 
Commentary on Chapters 1-4. Herder’s Theological Commentary on the New Testament. (Great 
Britain: Burns & Oats, 1965), p. 434.  

22 Culpepper writes: “Characters are defined and shaped for the reader by what they do (action) and 
what they say (dialogue) as well as what is said about them by the narrator or by other characters”. 
Culpepper, R. Alan, op. cit., p. 7.

23 The bigger narrative John 4:4-42 is often seen as a contrast to the narrative just preceding it, the 
encounter between Jesus and Nicodemus. See for this in: Conway, Colleen, op. cit., p. 81-86; and 
Keener, Craig S. The Gospel of John. A Commentary. Volume I. (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson 
Publishers Inc., 2003), p. 584. 

24 Keener, Craig S. op. cit., p. 584, note 4. 
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to a woman”25. The Samaritan woman has generally been seen as a 
woman of questionable moral. Keener for example refers to her as 
“a sinful Samaritan woman”26. Neyrey lists several characterizations 
used to refer to her: “a sinner, an adulteress, a shameless person27. 
Recently, scholars have questioned this characterization and asked if 
it is not more dependent on scholars’ prejudices than on the narrator’s 
characterizations28. This is an important point because none of the 
characteristics of the kind mentioned above is applied to the woman 
by the narrator of John 4. She is merely referred to as a “woman” 
and a “Samaritan”. 

Jesus’ disciples play a minor role in the bigger narrative but are 
not present in our passage29. “The Samaritans”, who as a group first 
enters the narrative in the end of the story in v. 3930, are indirectly 
part also of our passage. They are part of the “we – you” discussion 
which I will return to shortly. The “you” in vv. 21 and 22 are in Greek 
formulated in plural, as marked in my translation31. Also “the Jews”, 
as a group, is part of this we – you discussion32. 

25 Op. cit., p. 504. In John we find this form (the vocative) “woman” six times, in five out of these six 
times it is Jesus who talks. In John 2:4 Jesus addresses his mother, in 4:21 Jesus addresses the 
Samaritan woman, in 8:10 Jesus addresses the nameless woman caught in adultery, in 19:26 Jesus 
addresses his mother from the cross, in 20:13 the angels at Jesus’ tomb addresses Mary Magdalene 
and in 20:15 Jesus addresses Mary Magdalene at the tomb. Cf. Keener, Craig S. The Gospel of John. 
A Commentary. Volume I. Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers Inc., 2003), p. 504.

26 Ibíd., p. 584-595. 

27 Neyrey, Jerome H. The Gospel of John. New Cambridge Bible Commentary. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), p. 95. 

28 See O’Day, Gail R. “John”, in: Women’s Bible Commentary, op. cit., p. 384.

29 vv. 8; 27; 31-42.

30 v. 29, but mainly vv. 39-42.

31 The verb proskunh,sete –to worship– in v. 21 is in 2nd person plural, and the personal pronoun in v 
22, u`mei/j, is plural. 

32 I will not be able to go into the bigger discussion of John’s characterization of “the Jews” in this 
article. Keener points out that “John’s portrayal of ‘the Jews’ is usually hostile”. Keener, Craig S. 
op. cit., p. 217. John 4 is one of the few texts he lists as giving a positive portrayal of “the Jews”. See 
also his general discussion of the Jewish context of the gospel, p. 171-232. 
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“The father”, τω πατρι, or “God”, ο θεος, is also a character in 
this narrative, in the sense that the father and God are spoken of, 
this I will return to. Also Jesus as character will be discussed later. 

On this Mountain or in Jerusalem – the Conflict 

There is one explicit conflict in our passage and the conflict is 
not about how to understand the “God the father” metaphor. It is a 
conflict between a “we” on the one hand and a “you” on the other. 
The conflict is introduced when the Samaritan woman says: “Our 
fathers worshipped on this mountain […] but you say”. The question 
of worship is then the focus of all the verses of our passage. The” we 
– you” conflict / discussion can be sketched out as follows33:

Jesus     ↔  The Samaritan woman 

we    ↔  you 

the Jews    ↔  the Samaritans

Jerusalem    ↔  this mountain

we know    ↔  you do not know 

↔ both worship (the father)

↔  both potential for the “new group” the worship-
pers in spirit and truth

Jesus, we, the Jews, Jerusalem and we (who) know, are all on 
the one hand side of the conflict. The Samaritan woman, you (plu-
ral), the Samaritans, this mountain and you (who) do not know, are 
on the other side. The Samaritans worshipped on Mount Gerezim. 
The name is not mentioned in our text, the mountain is referred to 
merely as τω ορει τουτω, “this mountain”. The Jews worshipped in 

33 The observations and table here is mine, but see Neyrey, Jerome H. op. cit., Who often lists contrasts, 
etc., in a similar way. 
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Jerusalem34. According to Keener, “[t]he conflict between Jews and 
Samaritans over their respective holy sites was intense”35. So this is 
not just any question put forth by the Samaritan woman. Jesus, on 
the other hand, does not seem all that concerned with this question. 
Still my impression is that Jesus, first, sides with “the Jews”. This 
corresponds to what Keener writes: “he [Jesus] takes sides, and he 
clearly announces that the Jewish side was correct on the central 
matter of salvation history”36. Jesus includes himself in this “we” 
and “’we’ in this context can only mean the ‘Jews’”37. Jesus also says 
“for the salvation is from the Jews”. This is the only time we hear of 
σωτηρια, “salvation”, in John, but as our narrative ends in v. 42, the 
Samaritans say about Jesus: “We know he is the savior of the world 
(ο  σωτηρ του κοσμου)". 

Jesus brings the discussion further from the question on where 
to worship. “Jesus cancels the issue of ‘place’ for ‘neither on this 
mountain nor in Jerusalem’ will you worship. There is no fixed space 
where God wishes to be worshipped”38. From being a conflict about 
where to worship, Jesus turns this into a discussion, or rather a state-
ment, on how to worship. In doing so he also talks of a new time 
and a new group of worshippers. Ωρα, here translated “the time”, 
generally refers to a set time39. Friedrich argues that in John 4:23 it 
“denotes something that is just at hand”40. 

34 See Schnackenburg, Rudolf. The Gospel According to St John. Volume One. Introduction and Com-
mentary on Chapters 1-4. Herder’s Theological Commentary on the New Testament. (Great Britain: 
Burns & Oats, 1965), p. 435; Keener, Craig S. The Gospel of John. A Commentary. Volume I. (Peabo-
dy, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers Inc., 2003), p. 611-615.

35 Keener, Craig S. op. cit., p. 612.

36 Ibíd., p. 610.

37 Ibíd.

38 Neyrey, Jerome H. op. cit., p. 93.

39 TDNT. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Friedrich. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Eerdmans, 1968-1975), p. 677 Volume IX.

40 Ibíd., p. 679. 
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You – We – Knowing 

Jesus makes a distinction between those who know and those 
who don’t. The object of this knowledge is the object for their wor-
ship namely God or the father: “You (plural) worship what you do 
not know. We worship what we know” (John 4:22).

 “Knowledge” is important throughout John41, so also here42. 
The Samaritan woman and the Samaritans seem to increase their 
knowledge throughout the narrative:

• In v. 10 Jesus says to the Samaritan woman: “If you knew the 
gift of God”. 

• In v. 22 he says: “You worship what you do not know”. 

• But then in v. 25 the Samaritan woman says: “I know that the 
Messiah is coming”. 

• And in v. 42 the Samaritans say: “We know that this is truly the 
Savior of the world”. 

This “growth” in knowledge also gives a development in the char-
acterization of Jesus in this text, seen from the Samaritan woman’s 
point of view43. Jesus starts out as “a Jew” (v. 9), “a prophet” (v. 19), 
and then as “Messiah” (v. 25). Viewed from the Samaritans, in her 
city Jesus is characterized as “the Savior of the world” (v. 42).

In John, “to know or not know” is often related to Jesus and 
knowing who Jesus is, as for example in John 1:26: “John answered 
them, I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom you do not 
know”44. In our passage, the object of knowledge is “God” or “the 
father”. This we also find in other passages in John. “Then Jesus 

41 See Neyrey, Jerome H. op. cit., p. 50-51 and Sandnes, Karl Olav. “Whence and Whither. A Narrative 
Perspective on Birth (John 3,3-8)”, Biblica Vol 86/Fasc. 2 (2005). 

42 Neyrey, Jerome H. op. cit., p. 89. 

43 Neyrey sees the whole story, here v. 4-26 as ,a “story of enlightment of the Samaritan woman”. 
Neyrey, Jerome H.op. cit., p. 89; see also Keener, Craig S. op. cit., p. 609.

44 See for more examples, Neyrey, Jerome H. op. cit., p. 51.
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cried out as he was teaching in the temple, ‘You know me, and you 
know where I am from, I have not come on my own. But the one who 
sent me is true, and you do not know him. I know him, because I am 
from him, and he has sent me” (John 7:28-29). And further: “Then 
they said to him, Where is your Father. Jesus answered: ‘You know 
neither me nor my father. If you knew me, you would have known 
my father also’” (John 8:19). A last example is John 15:15: “I do not 
call you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what 
the master is doing, but I have called you friends, because I have 
made known to you everything that I have heard from my father”.

With this we close in on the main focus of our reading, the concept 
of God, but before we turn to this we need to say some few words 
about the true worshippers and about Jesus who crosses boundaries.

True Worshippers 

“[T]he true worshippers will worship the father in spirit and truth” 
(John 4:23). Two things are important as characterizations of the true 
worshippers here. First of all, they will worship the father. It does not 
say though that true worshippers will worship God as “the father”. 
This is an important distinction. There is no address, no vocative 
form here addressing God as “Father!” Further, it is said that the true 
worshipper will worship in spirit and truth, εν πνευματι και αληθεια. 
This phrase is used only here in vv. 23 and 24 in the entire gospel of 
John. A somewhat similar but still distinctively different phrase we 
find in the formulation “the spirit of truth” το πνευμα της αληθειας 
in John 14:17; 15:26 and 16:13. In these texts the spirit of truth is a 
reference to “the Spirit”, as in the paraklet, παρακλητος. This is not 
explicit in our text.

 I will suggest that the reason why the true worshippers will wor-
ship in spirit and truth is because God is Spirit. V. 24 reads: “God is 
spirit, and those who worship him, they must worship in spirit and 
truth”. This seems to correspond with what Karl Olav Sandnes refers 
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to as “like is known by like”45. He argues that “the epistemological 
conviction at work in John 3,3-8, namely ‘like is known by like’: ‘What 
is born of flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is Spirit”46. He 
also argues that the principle “like is known by like” is “fundamental 
to all knowledge”47. He applies this perspective also to his reading 
of John 8:19 quoted above: “You know neither me nor my father. If 
you knew me, you would have known my father also”48.

Crossing Boundaries

Many scholars emphasize that Jesus is crossing boundaries or 
breaking barriers throughout our narrative. Culpepper writes: “Grad-
ually the social and religious barriers separating man from woman 
and Jew from Samaritan are crossed. Although the disciples are more 
surprised that Jesus is speaking to a woman than that he is speaking 
to a Samaritan (John 4:27), neither distinction matters to Jesus”49. 
Gail O’Day argues: “Jesus will not be limited by such conventions 
and restraints. He breaks open boundaries in his conversation with 
the Samaritan woman: the boundary between male and female, the 
boundary between ‘chosen people’ and ‘rejected people’”50. These 
perspectives become clearer when one reads the whole narrative 
and not only our passage. I fully agree that the crossing of boundar-
ies is a main theme in the narrative as a whole, even though I have 
emphasized and maintain the “We – You” conflict in my reading. 

When we now approach the discussion of the concept of God, we 
bring with us what we have seen in vv. 21-24, but I will also repeat 
the questions I raised in the beginning of this article: What does it 
entail for the readers of John that God is talked of as “father” and 

45 Sandnes, Karl Olav, op. cit., p. 156.

46 Ibíd., p. 154.

47 Ibíd., p. 158.

48 Ibíd., p. 166-167

49 Culpepper, R. Alan, op. cit., p. 137; see also Keener, Craig S. op. cit., p. 612 and p. 591-601.

50 O’Day, Gail R. “John”, op. cit., p. 383-384.
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in particular what does it entail when reading our text? Does the 
statement of God being Spirit in this text somehow deconstructs the 
father language or can the bigger narrative in which our verses oc-
cur contribute to this?

3. The Concept of God in this Passage [and in John]

The main focus now is the concept of God in this passage. The 
focus is this passage not everywhere else. But to be able to say some-
thing about God here we do need from time to time to look into how 
language for God is used in John more in general. Culpepper writes: 

It is difficult to describe the characterization of God in the Gospel be-
cause God never appears and the only words He speaks are ‘and I have 
glorified it and I will glorify it again’ (John 12:28). God is characterized 
not by what He says or does but by what Jesus, […], says about Him51.

God never appears. God is characterized by what is said of God. 
This is also the case in our passage, but what then does Jesus say 
about God in our text? 

1. Jesus speaks of God as the father [τω πατρι].

2. Jesus says that God is spirit [πνευμα ο θεος].

3. According to Jesus, God/the father/the object of worship is known to 
some and not known to others, but still worshipped by both groups.

4. According to Jesus, the father is no longer attached to one place 
in particular. 

5. According to Jesus, the father does one thing in this text, he 
seeks worshippers. 

In the following, I will focus primarily on 1) God as father, but 
then also ask on whether or how 2) the saying “God is spirit” con-
tributes to the notion of God here. That is, I ask for the relationship, 
if any, between the two statements about God. 

51 Culpepper, R. Alan, op. cit., p. 113.
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Jesus Speaks of God as the Father [τω πατρι]

At this point it might be important to state explicitly that I pre-
suppose that the language for God here and in the Bible in general 
is metaphorical language; in my terminology, god-language. I use 
the term “God-language” for all language which refers to God or 
God’s actions52. This said, I am of course aware of the discussion 
and the disagreement on how to understand the father language 
in John (and in general), as a metaphor, a name or model53. Due to 
time and place I can not go into this discussion here and therefore 
my conclusion has to be presupposed: “God the father” in John is a 
metaphorical statement. 

It has become commonplace to talk of the two elements or 
thoughts in a metaphorical statement as “source” and “target” or 
“source domain” and “target domain”54. Furthermore, the meaning of 
a metaphorical statement is generally understood to be found in the 
interaction between the source and the target55. In the metaphorical 
statement “God the father”, “father” is source and “God” is target. 
Thus we hear here of God talked about in language connected to 
fatherhood. God is talked of as “father”, πατηρ, three times in our 
four verses. This is done without any introduction or additional 
information. Jesus, in the narrative, seems to presuppose that the 
Samaritan woman knows who he is talking about, even if he says 
“you worship what you do not know”. D’Angelo formulates it as 
follows, “there is no suggestion that she and the Samaritans might 

52 See Løland, Hanne, op. cit., p. 25-31, see especially p, 26-27 for the question whether it is actually pos-
sible to refer to God (as such) with our language. 

53 See Reinhartz, Adele. “Introduction: ‘Father’ As Metaphor in the Fourth Gospel”, in: Semeia 85, God 
the Father in the Gospel of John, ed. Adele Reinhartz (1999), p. 1-10.

54 George Lakoff introduced these terms in his study Women, Fire and Dangerous Things. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987). See also Løland, Hanne, op. cit., p. 34-35. 

55 This understanding, the so called interaction theory, has its roots back to I. A Richards, Philosophy of 
Rhetoric (London: Oxford University Press, 1971). For a brief presentation of the interaction theory 
and how to read metaphorical language, see Løland, Hanne. op. cit., p. 31-47
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not recognize ‘the father’ as a reference to the deity that they share 
with Jews and Jesus56. 

The narrative also presupposes that the reader knows “the fa-
ther”. Throughout the narrative, the narrator gives some explanatory 
comments: “Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans” 
(v. 9b); “Messiah – who is called Christ” (v. 25c). There is no such ex-
planatory comment when it comes to the father, as “the father, that is 
God”. Reading from the beginning of the gospel, Πατηρ is introduced 
as a term for God in John 1:14 and 1:18, also here with no comment57. 
This must indicate that the implied or intended readers of John were 
familiar with this way of talking. Keener writes: “Given the adoption 
of the synagogue’s “Father” title for God in early Christianity, […], 
John here concurs with earlier Christian tradition”58. 

Knowledge of a metaphor’s source domain is of outmost impor-
tance to understand a metaphorical expression59; whereas the context 
often helps us to see which features of the metaphor are significant or 
salient60. But which additional information is given about the father 
here? What does it entail for the readers that God is talked of as father, 
if these are the only verses they read for now? First of all, “the father” 
seems to be a common reference (for God) for both the Jews and the 
Samaritans. This might add to the breaking down of the religious and 
ethnical boundaries in this narrative. Furthermore, Jesus says that 
the father is worshipped and seeks true worshippers. Interestingly 
(as noted above) Jesus does not say that the true worshippers should 
address God as “father”. God is not addressed as father in our text 

56 D’Angelo, Mary Rose. “Intimating Deity in the Gospel of John: Theological Language and ‘Father’ 
in ‘Prayers of Jesus’, in: Semeia 85, God the Father in the Gospel of John, ed. Adele Reinhartz, (1999), 
p. 68.

57 See. O’Day, Gail R. “Show Us the Father, and We will Be Satisfied (John 14:8)”, op. cit., p. 12; and 
Thompson, Marianna Meye. “The Living Father”, in: Semeia 85, God the Father in the Gospel of 
John, ed. Adele Reinhartz, (1999), p. 19.

58 Keener, Craig S. op. cit., p. 402

59 See Løland, Hanne. op. cit., p. 36-39.

60 Ibíd., p. 42-47.
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and “the vocative case of Father” does occur infrequently in John61. 
“Jesus speaks mostly about God, not to, God”62. This is the situation 
in our text. O’Day also notes that “‘Father’ belongs primarily to the 
language of discourse and debate in John, not prayer”63. Again, our 
narrative is a good example of a discourse and debate text that talks 
about God as father. 

To learn more about “God as father” in John we would have to 
broaden the picture and ask what the readers read about the father 
in the gospel as a whole. We also would have to ask what the readers’ 
competence or understanding of fathers generally would be64. This 
needs its own study and can not be done here, but a couple of com-
ments from recent research should be included. First of all, O’Day 
argues that “‘father’ is not simply the Gospel’s preferred name for 
God; it is the Gospel’s primary metaphor for shaping theological 
discourse”65. My main impression after reading up on this is that the 
primer theological discourse where father language is used is not so 
much focused on who the Father is, but on the Son: Said more specifi-
cally, the father language expresses something about the relationship 
between the Father and the Son. The result of this is, according to 
Tolmie, that it expresses “the relationship between Jesus and God in 
such a convincing way that there can be no doubt as to the identity 
of Jesus66. Jesus is the only one who does address God as πατηρ in 
John67. God actually seems to primarily be Jesus’ father in John and 
not the father of everyone else. Jesus refers to God as “my father” 
several times in this gospel68, but nowhere do we hear of “our father” 

61 O’Day, Gail R. “Show Us the Father, and We will Be Satisfied (John 14:8)”, op. cit., p. 13.

62 Ibíd.

63 Ibíd.

64 See Neyrey, Jerome H. op. cit., p. 23.

65 O’Day, Gail R. “Show Us the Father, and We will Be Satisfied (John 14:8)”, op. cit. p. 16.

66 Tolmie, D. Francois. op. cit., p. 67.

67 John 11:41; 12:27, 28; 17:1, 5, 11, 21, 24 and 25.

68 John 5:17, 6:32; 8:54; 10:29, 14.23, 15:1 and 8.
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in John69. The closest we get is John 20:17: “I am ascending to my 
father and your Father, to my God and your God”. 

Is the Father a Man – or Male? 

My nephew argued: “Mary is Jesus’ mother, then God is his 
father, and thus obviously God is a man!” Whereas Jerome Neyrey 
writes: “It is now a commonplace to understand ‘Father’ less as a 
gender label and more as a patron”70. Maybe it is not fair to play my 
nephew out against Neyrey and this is also not really the intent. I 
bring in both of them here because both of their comments are in-
teresting and might hold some truth. 

It is (or should be) impossible to read any text from the Bible talk-
ing of God as father without raising a question concerning gender 
– so also here. First of all, “God the father” is a gendered metaphor 
according to the criteria I have established in Silent or Salient gender 
because gender is part of this metaphor’s source domain71. The source 
language of the metaphor is “father”. Fathers are of male biological 
gender (sex) and thus one possible association or feature connected 
to “father” is male gender. Therefore, “God the father” can be said 
to be explicitly marked for male gender72. This means that gender 
is at play in the metaphorical utterance. From this, it follows that 
when scholars argue that “God the father” does not imply a notion 
of gender this simply does not hold true. We can look at a quotation 
from Roland Frye as an example: 

Because biblical religion has consistently excluded sexual meaning from 
the ‘fatherhood’ of God, thoughtful Christians have reason to be con-
cerned when this traditionally non-sexual symbolism is being replaced 

69 See Thompson, Marianna Meye. op. cit. p. 30.

70 Neyrey, Jerome H. op. cit. p. 23; cf. also his note 67 and p. 18.

71 See Løland, Hanne, op. cit. p. 84.

72 Ibíd., p. 85-87.
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or supplemented by explicit feminist images, with the result hat sexual 
emphasis is introduced in the deity, where it has no place73.

This quote is problematic first of all because sexual meaning or 
male gender, in this case, is a part of the father language whether 
we like it or not. Furthermore, it is problematic on general grounds 
to argue that male language does not infer a notion of gender or 
sex, whereas female language does, which seems to be what Frye 
argues here74. 

To say that “God the father” is a male gendered metaphor does 
not necessarily imply that gender is a salient feature (i.e. that gen-
der is of significance) of the metaphor every time God is talked of 
as father or here in John 4. According to Robert J. Fogelin, features 
are distinctive or salient when “they stand out, are prominent or 
conspicuous”. Furthermore, features are salient when they “play 
a central role in classifying or sorting things out”. Which features 
are salient features is also dependent on the context75. According to 
this, Neyrey might be right that other features than gender can be 
salient in the “God the father” metaphor. But this understanding of 
salient features also makes it impossible to say, as a general state-
ment, that gender is never salient in the “God the father” metaphor 
or that other features are always salient. Male gender is part of the 
source domain (of the father) of this metaphor and therefore, one of 
the associations connected to this metaphor is male gender. Male 
gender is potentially salient when God is talked of as father. Today, 
in many contexts, “God the father” is a highly gendered metaphor. 

73 Frye, Roland M. “Language for God and Feminist Language: Problems and Principles”, Scottish 
Journal of Theology 41 (1988), p. 450. See the discussion of this quote in Løland, Hanne, op. cit. p. 
88 and 58-59.

74 “We cannot claim that gender is salient in feminine but not in male god-language as such”. Løland, 
Hanne, op. cit. p. 59.

75 Fogelin formulates the criteria for salience as follows: “Roughly, features are salient in the first way 
[intensive] when they stand out, are prominent or conspicuous. Features are salient in the second 
way [diagnostic] when they play a central role in classifying or sorting things out. […] Salience is 
also highly context-bound”. Fogelin, Robert J. Figuratively Speaking. (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1988), p. 66.
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God is Spirit. 

 “God is not male. He is spirit”76, is a typical example of a state-
ment that tries to downplay God’s “maleness”. The same can be said 
of the use of so called “proof-texts”, texts that are quoted to substanti-
ate the understanding of god-language as metaphorical or to bring 
home a certain theological argument77. Gen 1:27 and Gal 3:28 are 
frequently used as proof texts in feminist discourses. “God is spirit”, 
πνευμα ο θεος, in John 4:24, could be understood as a “God is not 
male, he is spirit” argument and as a proof text quoted to question 
the significance of the gendered god-language used here. 

Keener comments briefly to our verse: “John […] merely intends 
that God is not physical […] God’s nature is spirit rather than flesh”78. 
He probably has a point here, that for the readers of John 4, this text 
says (as they presumably also knew from before), God is spirit not 
flesh and since God is spirit God should be worshipped in spirit. 
The verse could also be read differently as a reminder: “yes, God is 
talked about as father, but God is not really a father, because God is 
spirit”. In this way, John 4:24 could help in the deconstruction of the 
fatherhood language in the same way Deuteronomy 4:15-20 decon-
structs the god-language of the Hebrew Bible, as a “remember that 
god-language is a metaphorical statement about God, not a literally 
description statement. The text reads: “Since you saw no form when 
the Lord spoke to you at Horeb out of the fire, take care […] so that 
you do not act corruptly by making an idol […] in the form of any 
figure – the likeness of male or female”. Hosea 11:9 does the same 
thing: “for I am God and no mortal”, or in Hebrew “I am el and not 
an ish – a man”. These texts are often quoted as proof texts, to argue 

76 Here quoted from Ruether, Rosemary Radford. Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology. 
(London: SCM Press Ltd., 1983), p. 67.

77 See Løland, Hanne. op. cit. p. 52

78 Keener, Craig S. op. cit. p. 618.
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that God is not a man, God is not male79. This use of proof texts can 
be important, but somehow it is not enough. 

4. Here and Now Perspectives

The Samaritan woman was concerned about where to worship 
the father; my concern is whether God should be worshipped as “the 
father” or merely as “the father”. I am also concerned whether my 
nephew will grow up and continue to firmly believe that God is a man. 

I started my discussion in this paper with the consideration on 
whether the statement of God being Spirit in John 4:21-24 somehow 
deconstructs the father language or whether the bigger narrative 
which our verses occur in can contribute to this. We have seen that 
many established concepts of religion, ethnicity, and gender are 
questioned and set aside by Jesus in this narrative. Further state-
ments, as “God is spirit” do emphasize and remind the readers that 
fatherhood, as other metaphors, does not fully describe God. Is this 
the way to proceed to open up the possibility for my nephew that 
God is not a man even though God is called father? Do we need to 
emphasize the concept of God as spirit, God as the totally different, 
and the notion of the incomparable God to question the notion that 
goes as follows: “If the Bible says that God is ‘father’ then God is 
literally, really ‘father’, the word ‘father’ and the associations of that 
word truly refer to God’s nature?”80. I do believe these are important 
concepts to uphold and repeat, but I do not believe it is enough: 
honestly, this is what we have been saying and writing in theologi-
cal discourses and in the Church over and again: “God is father, but 
God is not father, because God is totally different”. Most theologians, 
scholars, and lay people would follow this line of thought but the 
majority would still consistently refer to God as “he” and insist that 
we can not pray to God as mother. 

79 See Løland, Hanne. op. cit. p. 51-54.

80 McFague, Sallie. op. cit., p. 5



124

UNIVERSIDAD DE SAN BUENAVENTURA • FACULTAD DE FILOSOFÍA Y FACULTAD DE TEOLOGÍA

HANNE LØLAND

I think that what we can and should do –even if John does not 
do it – is to speak of God in a multitude of metaphors and images. 
Sally McFague has strongly argued that there is a danger in talking 
of God only in one kind of language, in one metaphor as “God the 
father”. Because when we say only one thing of God, it looses its 
metaphorical status and becomes a name, a model, and even idola-
try. To prevent this, we need to talk of God in a diverse language81. 
This is not a new observation and, even though this is an article on 
a new testament text, I am an old testament scholar and after having 
worked for years with the so called Deutero Isaiah, I have to say that 
he –or she– thought of this first. In Isa 40-55 where God is said over 
and again to be different and incompatible82, to be the only God or 
at least the only true God83, in this text corpus we find a host of dif-
ferent metaphors for God: 

The anonymous prophet says […] “To whom, then, can you compare me; 
to whom can I be likened –says the Holy One” (Isa 40:25). Within Isaiah 
40-66, this statement […] presents us with a wonderful irony; this is one of 
the Hebrew Bible›s strongest statements concerning the incomparability 
of YHWH, yet it is found within a literary corpus which is particularly 
rich with comparisons for YHWH84.

It seems that to be able to say that God is father, but still not fa-
ther, to be able to say that God is God and not father, mother, woman, 
man, king, shepherd, rock, lion, we have to use all the images we 
have and say that God is father, mother, woman, man, king, shep-
herd, rock and lion. 

81 Ibíd. See p. 9, where she writes that “[w]hen a model becomes an idol, the hypothetical character of 
the model is forgotten and what ought to be seen as a one way to understand our relationship with 
God has become identified as the way”.

82 See for example Isa 40:18 and 25 and 46:6.

83 See for example Isa 43:10b-11; 44:6 and 8; 45:6, 18 and 21; 48:12

84 Brettler, Marc Zvi. “Incompatible Metaphors for YHWH in Isaiah 40-66”. Journal for the Study of the 
Old Testament 18 (1998), p. 97-98.
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