Becoming a Woman of Worship

Clip of movie

I don’t know if you saw the movie Big Fish or not. In it, the main character relates the story of his life, including how he wooed his wife. As you just saw on the short clip, he was so enamored with her that he lavishly gave and abandoned all pretense to show her how he felt.  

People do funny things for love. Did you ever make a fool of yourself over some guy because you thought he was so wonderful? Things you would have never done under any other circumstances? Just as the character in Big Fish, you may have abandoned all self-consciousness because you were so in love that you didn’t really care what anyone else thought. 

That is what happened to Mary of Bethany. She was a woman who had such worship and love in her heart for Jesus that she abandoned her concern for what people thought and gave up what was precious for Him. 

But her story involved a journey. I see in Mary a woman who progressed into a woman of worship through time and experience. Today we want to look at her example and learn from her how to become more and more like her as women of worship, abandoning all for the love of Jesus. 
Sammy Tippet said, “The call to worship is universal and eternal. It is the call to all people in every tribe, nation and generation. It is the highest call which can be made to an individual. It is the call of God to each of us, and as true worshipers, we must heed His call.”
What is worship? The Hebrew word most often translated worship means literally “to bow down.” The other Hebrew word means “to serve.” 

The New Testament has several words for worship: the first means “to do reverence or homage to someone, usually by kneeling or prostrating oneself before him.” This is the word used most often. There is also a Greek word for worship, meaning “to serve,” as there is in the Old Testament. 

Our English word worship comes from the root word “worth” and the suffix –“ship”, meaning having the condition or quality of, so having the quality of being worthy. Putting all of these thoughts together, worship is showing the worth of a person’s condition; bowing before his worthiness; serving him because he is worthy of that service; praising him because he is worthy of that praise. 
As we think of worshipping God, I would define it as ascribing to God His true worth by humbly submitting ourselves to His service. It is bowing down before Him from within, not simply going through the motions on the outside. 
Romans 12:1
“I urge you, therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship.”

Paul says that our spiritual service of worship is to give ourselves to Him as living sacrifices. If God is great and deserves all of our honor and praise, true worship is giving ourselves completely to Him. 

John 4:24 “God is spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth.”

If we are to worship, it must be done first in spirit. Our entire being must bow before Him. We can sing songs and say words, but true worship is of the spirit not simply actions. The spirit is not tied to a place. Worship is not about being at church. Worship is of the heart. We can be present every Sunday at the worship service and never worship. 

Worship must also be done in truth. We must know God for who He really is. How can we ascribe God’s worth to Him when we are uninformed about His worth? We must know Him to understand how worthy He is of our worship. God says that sincerity doesn’t count as worship. It must be done in truth.

That was the first ingredient of Mary’s journey in becoming a woman of true worship. She was first a learner—understanding & believing the truth about God. We see this the first time we meet Mary in the Bible in Luke 10. 

Read Luke 10:38-42.
Mary was at the feet of Jesus learning from Him at this point. She was on the journey of recognizing who He really was. She was spending time as a learner. If we must worship in truth, we cannot grow as worshippers until we first learn truth. We must take in God’s word. We must understand and believe the truth about God. This first ingredient in becoming women of worship necessitates coming to God’s Word, trusting that our all-powerful God has spoken to us to reveal Himself. He wants us to know Him in truth, not confusing Him with someone else. 
In order to grow into women of worship, we must become learners. Being a learner requires humility. 
We must humble ourselves and realize that we cannot fathom God with our limited minds and reasoning, but we must rely upon Him to speak and reveal himself to us.  If I try to invent my own God, I have revealed that I think I can discern what God is like on my own; my pride is exposed. 
When Mary is first mentioned in God’s word, she was sitting at the Lord’s feet listening to His word. This was the position of the disciple, who learned from the rabbis of those days. They sat at the teacher’s feet while he taught them. It is a position that pictures the humility required to learn from someone else.
Being a learner also requires priority. 
Learning was more important than serving to Mary. She made it a priority and we must also. 
*(a.m. group only) I know that it is hard to get here on Tuesday morning. A typical Tuesday morning is hectic: unhappy children whining and dragging their feet in and out of the car; phone calls at the last minute; finding that there are no clean clothes to wear to Bible study. Last week I had my clothes all ready to put on, but I realized that my pants were a light color and all my clean underwear was dark and showed through them. These things always happen on Tuesdays, true?
* (p.m. group only) I am always so tired on Tuesday nights, and I know that you are, too. You have come from working all day, just as I have. You may have the same desires that I do: to just go home, sit in a tub of hot, bubbly water, and relax. But you will never become a woman of true worship that way. You must always be growing by sitting at the feet of Jesus as Mary did. Do not allow other things to cause you to back off from this weekly time when you have a community of other believing women to speak into your spiritual growth. You must prioritize your life as a learner of Jesus if you are to worship Him and make an impact on others.

We have probably all also experienced the challenges of a daily quiet time and Bible study. Everything comes against us when we determine to spend time at Jesus’ feet. Expecting that to happen, you must make the decision in advance to prioritize it. If you let other activities or people determine whether you spend time with God, you never will. Other things may be good things, just as what Martha did was good, but not the best. Determine to prioritize the best, the things that count for eternity. 
*Now, for you mothers I need to say that you must prioritize your growth in sitting at Jesus’ feet over your children’s schedules or preferences. You cannot give to them spiritually if you aren’t growing spiritually yourself. Even if your child would rather stay home or is cranky in the nursery, do not back off from prioritizing Bible study so that you have that community of other believing women to speak into your spiritual growth. You do your children a disservice to allow anything, even time with them, to come before your time to learn from God.
The second time we encounter Mary in the Scriptures is in John 11, the account of Lazarus’ death and resurrection. Mary was first a learner from Jesus and here she was a leaner, depending upon God as her life. 

Read John 11:17-37
Mary’s first reaction when she met Jesus was to fall at His feet (v.32). Although she was grieving and upset because her brother had died, she fell before Jesus, and she leaned on the One who cried with her in her grief. Jesus didn’t grieve over Lazarus because He knew that Lazarus was about to be resurrected. I believe that Jesus cried because of the sadness and hardship brought by death. He cried over the consequences of sin in the world and the grief that results. He grieved with those who grieved.
To be a leaner requires faith-stretching experiences. 
There is no other way. The truth is that every one of us will have them. Being a member of the human race involves trials and hard times. We will all go through those experiences. We can grow as worshippers of God through them, if we use the time to lean on Jesus, as Mary did. 

Mary would not have been able to lean on Jesus when the trial came if she had not already learned from Him. It was because she and her sister Martha already recognized Him as God’s Messiah, the anointed one, to whom they cried out for help in the midst of tragedy. If you have not prioritized learning, you will not be able to lean on Jesus. As a result, you will fall when faced with that difficulty or time of grief.

As we follow Mary through John 11, we see that Jesus resurrected her brother. Because of that, Mary knew Jesus as she had never known Him before. That experience gave her insight into His greatness that she would have not had otherwise. When we lean on Him in the tough times, we gain insights into the love, strength, and mercy of God that would be hidden to us otherwise. We begin to know God experientially, not simply intellectually.
When my father died, it was a very difficult time, but through it all I felt the presence of the Lord. I felt Him holding me up in His strength and His love. I bowed before His sovereign plan, leaning on His wisdom and His goodness. I may not understand why it happened but I can say, however, that the experiences of his illness and my loss drew me to God in a new way. I learned from experience that He is indeed a God of mercy, strength, and power, who cares for those who lean upon Him. I saw firsthand that He would carry me through any trial that I may face.
When Jesus raised Mary’s brother from the dead, she came face to face with the glory of God. In response she worshipped to a degree that she had never worshipped before. She had learned who He was by sitting at His feet and by leaning on Him, and so she responded as a lover of God, abandoning all for Him. 
Read John 12:1-8.

Because you may have questioned the time frame of this event if you read all three gospel accounts, I want to mention that problem for just a minute. John placed Mary’s anointing before Palm Sunday while Matthew and Mark positioned it later in the week. Obviously, when you believe as we do, that God’s word is inerrant, you realize that there is a way to reconcile the two. Clearly, the gospels do not always record stories in exact order because the writer had a purpose in his placement. 
As I read the scholars on this, they moved one or the other account in order to reconcile them. Notice what it actually says here in John—Jesus went to Bethany 6 days before Passover. Verse 2 then describes the supper they made for Him there, but it doesn’t say when the supper was held. Then, in vv. 11-12, it moves to the next day. That could be the day after Jesus’ arrival in Bethany. The story between would be a parenthesis. John may have inserted the story right after the story of Lazarus in order to emphasize it as Mary’s response to her brother’s resurrection. 

Other scholars believe that Mark and Matthew record flashbacks. Look at Matthew 26:6, 14-16. Those who see this as a flashback believe that it was inserted at that point so that Mary’s actions are clearly contrasted with those of Judas, whose betrayal comes at that point of the week. Mary responded to Jesus with great love and sacrificial worship while Judas responded to him with self-serving greed.
Back to the point of the story: as Mary worshipped, she showed such love for Him that she anointed His feet with nard, an oil or ointment made from a plant from India which had a wonderful fragrance. The text says that it was worth approximately a year’s wages. Now think about Mary. She appears to be a single woman who lived with her sister and brother. That meant that she had no husband to provide for her, and in that day she had no way to provide for herself. This perfume may have been her only valuable possession. Wherever she got this perfume, it was worth a lot of money. Such a gift today would be something worth thousands of dollars, whatever an average annual income is. This was an extravagant gift. It was a sacrifice.
Worshipping out of love requires sacrifice.

We sometime have a skewed attitude of sacrifice. Someone sent me some thoughts on e-mail:

Funny how $20 looks so big when we take it to church

   and so small when we take it to the store.

Funny how big an hour serving GOD looks and how small 60 minutes

   are when spent playing golf, fishing, or shopping.

Funny how laborious it is to read a chapter in the Bible and

   how easy it is to read 2000-3000 pages of a best selling novel.

Funny how we can't think of anything to say when we pray and don't

   have any difficulty thinking of things to talk about to a friend.

Funny how we need 2 or 3 weeks to fit a church event into our schedule,

   but can adjust it for a social event at the last minute. 

Funny, isn't it?

Now let’s consider sacrifice as Mary did. What do you have worth a year of your family’s income? Your home? A car or two?  Your savings account or your stocks? Would you give those things to Jesus to worship Him? Do you love Him so much that your heart desires to lavish your possessions on Him? What about your time? That may be a more valuable possession to you than your money. 
Often we are too busy with other things to give God the time and too self-consumed to give Him the treasure. Maybe some of you need to sacrifice time at the gym or time with your friends for God. Maybe you should give up that promotion because it would require you to give up the ministry in which you are currently serving. 
Although I believe that a married woman’s children and spouse are her greatest ministry, I see women who make them into idols. Worshipping God as a living sacrifice means that you may have to give up some time with your family because God is the true priority. I’m not talking about going overboard here, but I am talking about women who refuse to commit to ministry because of their children. They want to be at every sports or school event, which is commendable, but not necessary. They don’t want to miss a minute of their children’s lives. They have prioritized their children over God. Their preferences and personal desires have replaced their worship of God. They worship their children by valuing them over God.
John Owen, the great Puritan, wrote, “Look at the things of this world—wives, children, possessions, estates, power, friends, and honor; how amiable are they! How desirable to the thoughts of the most of men! But he who has obtained a view of the glory of Christ will, in the midst of them all, say (as Ps. 73:25 does) ‘Whom have I in heaven but thee? And there is none upon the earth that I desire beside thee.’”

Mary’s act was sacrificial. But what happened after she poured out the perfume? She was criticized for it. Judas led the way in criticizing her for her lavish and generous gift. But the other disciples followed his lead and suggested she should have sold it and given the proceeds to the poor.

When we abandon all for Jesus, we risk ridicule or misunderstanding.
If you surrender yourself to Him, expect criticism. I have heard believers called foolish to sell their homes to fulfill a commitment to God or to give up lucrative jobs to go into ministry. Years ago, I gave up some other involvements in the community when I began teaching Bible studies. I had a friend who was a believer who spoke with me very seriously about my becoming too much of a fanatic and not being accepted by people. Basically, she wanted me to hide my commitment to the Lord and compromise in some areas to fit in better. It was this same kind of thing.

But I love the fact that Jesus defended Mary, just as he had done when Martha criticized her lack of help. Notice what He says about her sacrifice in Mt. 26:12-13. 
Matt. 26:12-13: “For when she poured this oil on My body, she did it to prepare Me for burial. I tell you the truth, wherever this gospel is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will also be told in memory of her.”
Personally, I think that Mary was the one who got it. Throughout His ministry He warned His disciples over and over that He was going to die, but none of them got it. They never grasped what He was really saying. But I think Mary did. She was the only one who really listened because she was a learner. She expected Him to die. 
Jesus said that Mary’s anointing would live on as long as the gospel was preached. She made a lasting impact. When she broke the vial, never to be able to put the perfume back, she poured it all out for Jesus, releasing the fragrance into the room. Just as that fragrance reached all those who were at the home of Simon the leper, her act has lingering effects even today. 
Her worship from a loving heart released her influence to others.
When we worship sacrificially, we release our influence to others in a way that permeates their lives. When we abandon our own desires and goods for Christ, the fragrance of that affects those who smell it.
2 Cor. 2:14-16: “But thanks be to God who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ and who makes known through us the fragrance that consists of the knowledge of him in every place. For we are a sweet aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing—to the latter an odor from death to death, but to the former a fragrance from life to life.”

Our loving worship releases our influence to others. Some will not understand and consider it an unpleasant odor. But others will smell the fragrance of Christ. They will be drawn to Him as to a wonderful perfume. 

I have thought a great deal about what it really looks like to give our all to Christ in worship as Mary did. It is difficult to find even a small example of that in my life. I have sacrificed time with my husband, children, friends, and fun activities at times. And I still do that. There was a time when I lay the ministry that I was doing down before Jesus. There were reasons that I believed I needed to step out of the picture. I gave it up so that He would be glorified. 

I don’t know what it will look like for you to become a woman of worship. In order to do that, you must be a learner of God, which prepares you to lean on him when the trials come. Through those difficult experiences, hopefully, you will come to love Jesus so much that you abandon all self-consciousness to sacrificially give your all to Him, risking criticism and misunderstanding, but becoming a fragrance to all who see.
Be extravagant with your love and your worship. Jesus is worth it! Just as the man in Big Fish decided that his love was worth making a fool of himself, we, too, will find that Jesus is worth all our love and our worship. 
I love this song by Steve Green. Close your eyes and picture Mary at Jesus’ feet. Or follow the words on the screen and sing with him if you know it. 
“Broken and Spilled Out”

May our lives be so lived in sacrificial abandon to God that He smells the sweet aroma and the fragrance fills the room everywhere we go.
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