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LENT ... A YEARLY HEART EXAMINATION
GIVING GOD OUR BEST

John 12:1-8
The Fifth Sunday in Lent

We are nearing the end of our journey ... today is the fifth Sunday in Lent, and next 
Sunday we begin that week known as Holy Week.  As you know I’ve been inviting you to 
examine your hearts: how you live your lives, how you make decisions, how your relationship 
with God in Christ is growing, how you love one another and the world and show the world that 
the grace of God is for them.  I want to make you think, react, reflect, change, while at the same 
time challenging myself in all those areas.  I want us to grow in healthy ways.  This is our YEARLY 
HEART EXAMINATION! 


Once upon a time there was a man who had nothing.  Then God gave him ten apples.  

God gave him the first apple so that he would have something to show his gratitude for the other 
nine.  God gave him three apples to eat, three more to trade for shelter, three more to trade for 
clothing.  Then the man looked at the first apple he had received.  He knew why God gave him that 
first one—to give it back to God in thanks—but the apple looked bigger and juicier than all the rest.  
And the man reasoned that God still had all the other apples in the world ... God didn’t really need 
his. So the man ate the first apple and gave God the apple core.  

When I came to visit Lakewood Presbyterian Church a little over six years ago I was 
very impressed with this congregation.  The buildings, the grounds, this beautiful sanctuary
showed that the people of LPC knew how to “give God their best” ... not just the apple core.

“Giving God Our Best” ... this was a phrase we were taught in seminary.  As a rule of 
thumb, we learned that whatever we do in a congregation ... remodel a sanctuary, buy an 
organ, purchase a van ... whatever we do, we should “give God the very best” we can afford
to give.  

We have a great God, the maker of heaven and earth, the One who sent our Lord Jesus 
Christ, a God who has given us all we have.  And if you believe that, as I do, then when we give 
back to God, we don’t cut corners ... we give back the whole apple and not just the apple core.  
Think of the magnificent cathedrals of Europe, their stained glass windows, organs, rich tapestries 
and vestments.  Humble peasants built these buildings, appointed and furnished them to the glory 
of God.  We should do likewise. 


On Wednesday, a group of people from two different congregations in Jacksonville 

showed up in our sanctuary.  They wanted to see what we were doing ... their churches were 
thinking about making some changes and had heard what a great job we were doing.  Their “ooh’s”
and “aah’s” were a pretty clear indication to me that we are on the right track ... that we are giving 
our best to God!


But I’m NOT just talking about buildings here.  You have given God your best in other 

ways as well.  
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Look at the youth who sit up in the balcony every Sunday.  We searched for almost three
years for somebody to minister to our young people.  We interviewed several non-ordained people, 
but felt that wasn’t the direction we wanted to go.  And then we decided to do a full-blown search 
for an ordained associate.  After countless readings of Personal Information Forms, dozens of phone 
calls, and a couple of on-site interviews, the committee found us Katie Robb to be a part of our 
church family ... because we were willing to give God (and our youth) the very best!

About three years ago, we decided that our music program was one of the best in 
Jacksonville ... and we wanted to keep it that way!  To insure our continued excellence, we 
purchased a new, state of the art, electronic organ ... and finally we get to not only hear it, but 
see it being played every Sunday!  But that was just the first step.  Next we moved from a part-
time director of music, to officially commissioning Rodney Cleveland as our full-time Minister of 
Music!  Yes, we are giving our best to God!


But I’m NOT just talking about our professional staff here.  You have given God your 

best in other ways as well.  
Let me give you some examples:
Our Vacation Bible School is the best I’ve ever seen in any church I’ve been in.  Thank Doris 

York and the dozens of helpers she recruits every year to make this happen ... they give their very 
best!

Our bulletin and newsletter don’t just magically appear.  Thanks Lori Appenfelder, our 
editor and Martha McCraken for your countless hours of dedication ... they give their very best!

Meg and Gina and the others who assist them with counting our money and recording it all 
... they give their very best!

Do you realize how much work our LPC Band puts in each week to bring us this bended 
style of worship?  Thanks William, Lenora, Marshall, David, Adair, Vickie and sometimes Robert ... 
they give their very best!

Our chancel choir, GraceNotes, soloists, bell choirs, and musicians, talk about work and 
dedication ... they give their very best!

Our elders and all they do through the ministries of our church, and then opening the 
church, preparing it for your worship on Sundays ... they give their very best!

To our Young Disciples leaders, our office volunteers, those of you who help out on work 
days, Pam Lawrence coordinating our Sulzbacher meals, etc., etc., etc. ... you give your very best!

This is not an extensive, complete list ... forgive me if you feel cheated or left out.  But 
the point is: God gives US the best ... WE should do no less!  


We need to GIVE.  That’s what Stewardship is all about: the giving of our time, our talents, 

our possessions.  As St. Augustine once said, “Where your pleasure is, there is your treasure. Where 
your treasure is, there is your heart.  Where your heart is, there is your happiness.”  

The prophet Haggai (1:4-10) who preached about five hundred years before Christ, 
made this searing indictment against Israel and against those who hold back: 

“You yourselves dwell in paneled houses, while this house (of the Lord) lies in 
ruins. Now consider how you have fared. You have sown much, and harvested little. 

You eat, but you never have enough. You drink, but you never have your fill. You 
clothe yourselves but no one is warm. And those who earn wages put them into a bag with 
holes…



Page 3

...Because my house lies in ruins, while all of you hurry off to your own houses. 
Therefore the heavens above you have withheld the dew, and the earth has withheld its 
produce.”

And Jesus reminds us that we should not lay up treasures on earth where moth and 
rust consume and thieves break in to steal, but to lay up treasures for ourselves in heaven.  

We should give our best to God.


Our Gospel lesson today speaks of God giving the best.  Jesus has gone to the home of 
Mary and Martha and Lazarus.  We’ve seen them before in the Gospels.  Jesus commended Mary for 
choosing the better part in sitting and listening to Him.  God gives the very best in sending Jesus 
to teach God’s Word and ways.  

In the chapter just before our text, we meet Martha and Mary as they mourn the death 
of their brother.  Martha is commended for believing in Jesus as the “Christ, the Son of God” and 
Mary is consoled.  God gives the very best in bringing comfort and hope to those who grieve 
their many losses. 

Jesus weeps for his friend who has died—and shows God’s compassion and love––and 
revives him.  Lazarus comes forth from the tomb, is unwrapped of his grave bandages.  God gives 
us the very best in promising us eternal life through Jesus. 

Now Jesus is at the home of Mary, Martha and Lazarus.  Lazarus is eating with Jesus.  
Martha is serving and Mary comes with a jar of perfume to anoint the feet of Jesus and wipe them 
with her hair.  It’s a text that clearly demonstrates giving to God.  Martha is giving: she makes and 
serves the dinner.  Lazarus gives by showing himself to the guests as proof of Jesus’ power.  And 
Mary gives a very expensive, sacrificial, gift.  These people who have received so much from God 
want to return their thanks by giving back to God—and giving their very best.  

Mary is opposed by Judas Iscariot.  This man who will betray Jesus for thirty pieces of 
silver, Judas Iscariot, opposes her.  He tells her that the perfume should be sold rather than given to 
Jesus: “Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?”

I suppose it’s a good question.  The perfumed lotion was precious nard.  It comes from a 
plant which grows in the Himalaya Mountains of India, from the spike of the plant.  It is harvested 
and would have been put on a camel caravan across the long deserts of Asia or on ships from 
Indian ports to sail up the Red Sea and then be brought to Palestine.  It cost 300 denarii—about the 
wages for a worker for a whole year.  A working person was usually paid about one denarius a day.  
Mary spent the equivalent of thousands of dollars on this lotion to rub on Jesus’ feet and then 
wiped it off with her hair.  The fragrant smell would permeate the room.  She had given her best
to God, a sign of her love and devotion.  

But Judas has a point.  Not that he cared about the poor ... our text makes sure we realize 
that.  It tells us that Judas would steal from the “common purse” used to help the poor.  And so more 
than likely, he would have pocketed the money from the sale of the precious nard rather than 
giving it to the poor.  We know he betrayed Jesus for blood money.  But you see, it’s important to 
give God the best and that also means to care for the least.  


Some people criticize church expenditures as too lavish.  
I’ve heard people say that our sanctuary has been good enough for the past fifty years ... 

why change it now?  
I know people who question all the money our youth spend going on mission trips out of 

state, when there are poor people right here in Jacksonville?  Or why they are going to spend 
hundreds of dollars heading off to the Presbyterian Youth Triennium at Purdue University in July ... 
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even though hundreds of Presbyterian youth from all across the nation will be together celebrating 
their faith in God.

Well let me say to you: We give God our best by glorifying God in our worship; by 
providing opportunities to all of the children and young people of this church to know the 
love of God; by caring for our own people with needs; and by reaching out to our community
and the world.  In doing this we indeed GIVE GOD OUR BEST!  


I received an e-mail a couple of weeks ago with a quote by Steve Prefontaine.  Steve, in 

the early 70’s once held the American record in all seven distance track events from the 2000 
meters to the 10,000 meters.  Coached at the University of Oregon by Bill Bowerman (who in 1964 
founded Blue Ribbon Sports, later known as Nike), Prefontaine’s life was cut short at the age of 24 in 
a car accident.  Steve said this: “To give anything less than your BEST is to sacrifice the GIFT.”  

You have heard it said that “We have been richly blessed to be blessings to others.” And,
“To those who have been given much, of them much is expected.”

Jesus doesn’t condemn Mary, rather he praises her: “Leave her alone,” he said, “She
bought (the ointment) so that she might keep it for the day of my burial.  You always have the poor with 
you, but you do not always have me.”  

The issue is NOT whether to spend money and time remodeling a sanctuary or helping 
the poor.  It’s NOT whether we spend time and money on music and worship and our youth or
supporting foreign mission.  It is BOTH!

We enter God’s house to worship and we depart to serve.  We give God our best when 
we give ourselves, our time and our possessions ... signs that we understand God’s great love 
for US. 


I recently came across a book by authors, Rick Rusaw and Eric Swanson, entitled, The 

Externally Focused Church.  Their key for a vital, growing congregation is this: “Find the right 
balance between worship and service ... and shift the focus from inside the church walls to 
outside.  It is not ‘either or’ but ‘both.’”  

We give God our best when show that we care about our house of prayer and the 
beauty of our worship; 

We give God our best when we care about the world around us; 
We give God our best when we care for ourselves and our neighbors near and far.  


Well, this ends our Yearly Heart Examination.  
What has your heart been saying to you?  

Hopefully the words to that song, sung by Howard and Brad for our offertory, reflect 
the sentiment of each of us:

Christ, He requires still, 
wheresoe’er He comes to feed or lodge, 

to have the best of rooms:
Give Him the choice; 

grant Him the nobler part of all the house: 
the best of all’s the heart.

(“Christ’s Part” Author: (Poet) Robert Herrick)
Amen and Amen.


