Worthwhile Worship #12

“What’s It Worth To You?”

John 12:1-8

One pastime that has made a remarkable comeback in recent years is rummaging.  Whether it is garage sales, flea markets, or auctions, people flock from all around to check out what is for sale to see if they can grab a bargain.  Thrift stores and antique shops abound and are usually filled with customers.  Through the internet, on-line auctions such as eBay handle literally billions of dollars worth of business per year as items are bought and sold and shipped all over the world.

In all of these activities, one of the key concerns is what something is worth.  A couple of television shows feature professional appraisers giving their assessment on the worth of various items brought to them.  Sometimes the owners are amazed at how much value their item holds, while others are disappointed that their goods aren’t as priceless as they had hoped.

As we wrap up our series of messages entitled “Worthwhile Worship,” I want to pose a similar question that is often heard in the abovementioned settings: “What’s it worth to you?”  Throughout this series we have considered the various activities of our Sunday services and asked how each fits into the overall idea of worshipping God.  We have come to the one activity that many people figure has nothing to do with worship, but serves almost as a commercial break:  “We’ll resume the program after a word from our sponsor”—except that the “sponsor” is the congregation.  I refer, of course, to the collection of the offering.

While it is true that we take up a collection, and the money received goes into the church bank account to pay the bills of the church, we are mistaken if we only see the offering time as a pragmatic event.  In my home church, no offering was received during the service; drop boxes were set up outside the sanctuary for people to deposit their tithes and offerings before or after the worship service.  At the time I thought that was a great idea—there’s more time for the sermon!—but now I feel that we were missing something in the worship experience.

Remember that worship is primarily something we give, not something we receive.  The whole idea behind worship is that we are giving to God.  Certainly the giving of tithes and offerings fits into that idea.  But we may still fail to realize that the offering is just as much an act of worship as is the singing of hymns, praying, or hearing God’s Word being proclaimed.  Terry Wardle writes in his book on worship entitled Exalt Him!
The word worship is a contraction of the Old English weorthscope. While the spelling is unfamiliar, the word is actually “worth-ship.” To worship, then, is to ascribe worth to someone or something. In Christian worship that means ascribing worth to God. Believers come into His presence and actively declare His worth-ship. Ralph Martin, popular New Testament scholar, said: “To worship God is to ascribe to Him supreme worth, for He alone is worthy.”

The act of worship, then, is to let God know how much we think He is worth.  The very fact that we come here indicates that we think God is worth our time on Sunday morning.  Is God worth the effort to sing?  Is He worth paying attention during prayer times and when the sermon is being preached?  Just how much is God worth to us?  How do the giving of our tithes and offerings reflect how much God is worth to us?

To illustrate this point, turn with me to John 12:1-8.  This passage records an event that took place during Passion Week, those “seven days that changed the world” from Palm Sunday to Easter Sunday.  Jesus knew that the time for His sacrificial death was near, and someone else realized it as well.

Then Jesus six days before the Passover came to Bethany, where Lazarus was which had been dead, whom he raised from the dead. There they made him a supper; and Martha served: but Lazarus was one of them that sat at the table with him. Then took Mary a pound of ointment of spikenard, very costly, and anointed the feet of Jesus, and wiped his feet with her hair: and the house was filled with the odor of the ointment.

Then saith one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, which should betray him, “Why was not this ointment sold for three hundred pence, and given to the poor?” This he said, not that he cared for the poor; but because he was a thief, and had the bag, and bare what was put therein.

Then said Jesus, “Let her alone: against the day of my burying hath she kept this. For the poor always ye have with you; but me ye have not always.”
This event did not take place in a church on a Sunday morning.  There were no hymns nor prayers, and not even a sermon was preached.  But what Mary did is nothing less than worship.  We can learn a great deal from this account in our own worship of God.

Mary’s Worship Was Meaningful

The first lesson we can learn is that Mary’s worship was meaningful.  She approached Jesus with an alabaster flask of very expensive ointment.  Spikenard was the extract of a plant grown in northern India and imported to the Middle East. The aromatic oil was used in much the same way that modern women use perfume.
  Both John 12:5 and Mark 14:5 record that the ointment was worth three hundred denarii—about a year’s wages for the typical laborer. Think about how much money you make in a year, then imagine having one object worth that much money.  Now imagine giving that one object to God.  That’s what Mary did!  William Barclay notes, 

We see love’s extravagance. Mary took the most precious thing she possessed and spent it all on Jesus. Love is not love if it nicely calculates the cost. It gives its all and its only regret is that it has not still more to give.

Her act of love and worship was public, spontaneous, sacrificial, lavish, personal, and unembarrassed.
  She was saying in effect that there was nothing too valuable to give to Christ. He is worthy of everything that we have and are.
 

It would be easy to apply this story by claiming that our worship of God is measured by how much money we put in the offering plate on Sunday.  Many preachers will use texts like this to twist the arms of their parishioners to give more and more to the church—perhaps more than the people can afford—by tying the quality of our worship to the quantity of our tithes and offerings.  I don’t believe that is true.


God is more concerned with the attitude of the giver than the amount of the gift.  This is evidenced from the opening pages of Scripture.  Genesis 4:2-5 records the first offerings given to God,

Now Abel kept flocks, and Cain worked the soil. In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the Lord. But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor [niv].


Some preachers have focused on the content of the offerings, claiming that God accepted Abel’s offering because it was an animal sacrifice while Cain only offered food.  However, later in the Old Testament God instructs the Israelites to offer both animal and food sacrifices as worship, so this analysis is invalid.  Instead, notice the word “some” in verse three, describing Cain’s offering, as opposed to “fat portions” from the “firstborn” that Abel gave.  Abel gave his best to God while Cain brought “some” of his goods.  I wonder if Cain didn’t bring to God what he had leftover.


Many people take that attitude toward God.  They’ll go to church—as long as there isn’t something better going on at the same time.  They’ll give to God—whatever they have left after they’ve spent on everything else.  They’ll be involved with the church—as long as they’re not asked to do too much.  Such “worship” tells God He’s not worth much.


I don’t believe we need to set a monetary standard on how much Christians should give—every situation is unique. God does not want us to be destitute because we have given everything we own to the church, but neither should our giving be off-handed, thoughtless, and hence meaningless.


David provides and example of this in 2 Samuel 24:24.  David wanted to worship the Lord at a particular place, and offered Araunah, the land owner, to pay for the land, the animals, and the supplies needed for the sacrifice.  Araunah offered to give it all to David for free, but the king replied, “No, I insist on paying you for it. I will not sacrifice to the Lord my God burnt offerings that cost me nothing” [niv].  This is a good philosophy to adopt toward our worship.


One final illustration from Scripture is found in Mark 12:41-44

Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were put and watched the crowd putting their money into the temple treasury. Many rich people threw in large amounts. But a poor widow came and put in two very small copper coins, worth only a fraction of a penny.   

Calling his disciples to him, Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything—all she had to live on” [niv].

Again, I am not advocating that you put your life savings or your entire income into the offering.  God looks at the attitude of the heart when we give much more than He does the amount.  But from all of these examples we can arrive at the conclusion that our giving needs to be meaningful to us.  Worship is our way of telling God how much He is worth to us.  If our worship of God—including our giving of tithes and offerings—can be done without thought and doesn’t cost us anything, we are in effect telling God that He isn’t worth much to us.

Mary’s Worship Was Misunderstood

In the midst of this beautiful display of love and devotion, verse four throws a wet blanket on the whole scene.  Judas Iscariot speaks up and objects, “Why was not this ointment sold for three hundred pence, and given to the poor?”  On the surface, this sounds very noble.  Judas obviously cared about poor people—that’s why he said this, right?  Not hardly, as John points out in the following verse, “This he said, not that he cared for the poor; but because he was a thief, and had the bag, and bare what was put therein.”  Judas was embezzling from the resources of Jesus and the other disciples.  He didn’t care about the poor; he was probably hoping that Jesus would have him take care of such a contribution to the poor—meaning himself.

What a contrast we see between these two characters.  As we noted earlier, Mary felt that there was nothing too valuable to give to Christ. He is worthy of everything that we have and are.  The same commentary adds,
Judas did not consider Jesus to be worth three hundred denarii. He felt that the perfume should have been sold and given to the poor. But this was sheer hypocrisy. He cared no more for the poor than he did for the Lord. He was about to betray Him, not for three hundred denarii, but for a tenth of that amount.
 
Judas was not alone, though, in his distaste for Mary’s worship.  As a group, the disciples were indignant. Mary’s liberality seemed over-extravagant to them. John informs us that Judas was simply the ringleader in voicing this sentiment.
 
Before we move onto the response of Jesus, let’s linger here for a moment.  Why does this always seem to be the case? Whenever someone does something wonderful for the Lord, they are targeted for raised eyebrows, glaring looks, and whispered criticism.  Think about the ministry of our Lord.  Every time He reached out to improve the life of someone, there were the scribes and Pharisees, ready to put him down:

“He healed on the Sabbath!”

“He claimed to forgive the man’s sins!”

“He associates with sinners!”

“His disciples don’t wash their hands when they should!”
And who was it that voiced these objections?  It was always the religious people!  Don’t be surprised if, when you worship the Lord by giving extravagantly, you are criticized by those considered the most religious.  As Warren Wiersbe notes, “Of course, she was misunderstood and criticized; but that is what usually happens when somebody gives his or her best to the Lord.”
 
Jesus would have none of this, though.  Verses seven and eight record, “Then said Jesus, ‘Let her alone: against the day of my burying hath she kept this. For the poor always ye have with you; but me ye have not always.’”  In essence Jesus says, “Knock off the excuses.  You can give to the poor anytime you want.  You won’t always have Me.”

Often good things get in the way of the best.  There are plenty of good things we can do with our resources—our time, our energies, and our possessions—but we cannot do everything.  We have to be choosy with our resources.  We need to make sure that the good things do not keep us from the best things.  And don’t let others’ criticism keep you from worshiping the Lord.

Mary’s Worship Should Be Modeled

Finally, Mary’s worship should be modeled.  No, we need not invest in expensive perfume with which to anoint the feet of the minister!  But we can reflect the mindset Mary manifested in this passage.  David Jeremiah identifies six such attitudes exercised here:

· Mary demonstrates a sacrificial attitude by giving something very costly;

· Mary demonstrates a servant attitude by giving, not looking to receive for herself;

· Mary demonstrates a submissive attitude by humbly anointing Jesus’ feet;

· Mary demonstrates a scriptural attitude by believing what Jesus had said about His upcoming death;

· Mary demonstrates a serious attitude by taking the opportunity to give when it presented itself.  Had she waited, she would have missed that chance;

· Mary demonstrates a spiritual attitude by seeing beyond the temporary.  “She gave her today for God’s tomorrow.”
  Jeremiah goes on to write,

That reminds me of some Christians who are always waiting for a more convenient time to give to God. When they are young, they don’t have enough money, so they wait to give. When they have families, they wait until the children are grown. When the children are grown, they wait until all their education is paid off. When that’s done, they’re too busy socking away money for retirement. Their lives have passed by while they’ve waited for an opportunity to give. But you see, we can never afford to give; that why giving is such a sacrifice! My wife and I couldn’t afford to get married, but we did anyway because we were in love. When I came to grips with the fact that I had to commit my whole life to the Lord, I stopped worrying about when I could afford to. I just started giving, and God took care of the rest. One day each of us will stand before the Lord to give an account, and if we have wasted all our opportunities we’ll have nothing to say. The opportunities are there, we just have to make use of them.

Just last night, as I was putting the finishing touches on this message, I saw a particular commercial on television for the first time.  The voiceover said, “When it comes to giving, almost doesn’t count.  Don’t almost give.”

Clearly, Mary worshipped in her giving.  We, too, worship as we give our tithes and offerings to the Lord.  Our giving should be meaningful.  Our giving reflects how much God is worth to us.  I won’t try to twist anyone’s arm into giving a certain amount.  Listen to the direction Paul gave to the Corinthian churches in two different texts.  In 1 Corinthians 16:2 he wrote, “On the first day of every week, each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income…” [niv].  No percentages or set amounts mentioned—just what is in keeping with each person’s income.  That means we cannot directly compare the sizes of the offerings different people make.  Paul goes on to write in 2 Cor 9:6-8, 

Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously. Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work [niv].

Once again, we see that the attitude means more than the amount.  When we give to God cheerfully, we acknowledge how much He is worth to us.  When we give grudgingly or when we only give what we have leftover after everything else has been paid for, that also indicates what God is worth to us.

As we conclude this series on Worthwhile Worship, let’s be reminded of some basic truths on the subject:  

· Worship is something we do, not something we watch

· Worship is something we give, not something we receive

· Worship is not measured by what we get out of the service, but what we give to the Lord

· Worship is done in a variety of ways, all expressing our adoration, appreciation, and allegiance to our God

· Worship will cost us something, or it doesn’t mean anything

From our text this morning, it is obvious that Jesus meant an awful lot to Mary.  If others observe our worship, would they come to the same conclusion about us?  When it comes to worship, what’s it worth to you?  Or, to put it better, what’s He worth to you?
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