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I think one of the greatest silver linings in the COVID-19 cloud has been the opportunity to slow down, take a 
step back, and evaluate what really matters in life.  When you can’t do anything, you have the opportunity to 
evaluate everything.  What is truly important?   
 
In my life, to some degree, this period of time has felt kind of like it does when you get fed up and finally 
unload your junk drawer at home.  Have you ever done that?  We have a junk drawer or two around our 
house, and sometimes, we just feel the need to declutter it.  It’s often somewhat spontaneous—usually 
occasioned by our inability to get the drawer open because something in it is blocking it—and it always feels 
good.  I’ll unload every single item from the drawer, find myself astonished at how much junk has ended up in 
there and wondering why I ever thought some of it was important enough to keep, and then start deciding 
what needs to go and what needs to stay. 
 
Has your life ever felt like a junk drawer?  Have you ever been surprised at what you let into your life, and why 
you thought certain things were important enough to keep?  Have you ever taken the time to decide what 
needs to go and what needs to stay? 
 
That’s what it means to prioritize.  We evaluate what’s in our lives and begin to decide what needs to stay and 
what needs to go.  We start to reorganize and reorder things based on their relative importance, and we make 
sure that what’s most important gets the most prominent place. 
 
I believe Jesus is calling us to empty the junk drawer of our lives and prioritize our faith—to reorganize and 
reorder things such that our faith is central and foundational to everything else we are and do.  I believe one 
of the greatest gifts we have received even through the terrible difficulty of COVID is the opportunity to 
evaluate the contents of our lives and then reorganize and reorder them according to Jesus’ plan for us. 
 
Jesus helps us ensure that our priorities are where they need to be.  Today, we’ll see Jesus help several of His 
disciples at least know how to get things in the right order in their lives, and we’ll see the individual outcomes 
for those who don’t and those who do.  When we align our priorities with Jesus, we begin to live the sort of 
full and abundant life He wants for us. 

 
Big Idea – Jesus prioritizes. 
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1. Jesus prioritizes life over death (12:1-2). 
 
1 Six days before the Passover, Jesus therefore came to Bethany, where Lazarus was, whom Jesus had raised 
from the dead. 2 So they gave a dinner for him there. Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those reclining 
with him at table (John 12:1-2). 
 
Imagine this scene.  The Passover is coming, which is a huge deal in Judaism.  Jesus is in Bethany as thousands 
of pilgrims travel to nearby Jerusalem in preparation to celebrate this major holiday in the life of the Jewish 
faith.  Unbeknownst to everyone but Jesus, the Passover Lamb isn’t the only sacrifice that will be offered in 
just a few days.  The cross is looming. 
 
Now, gathered for a banquet inside the home of Simon the Leper (see Matthew 26:6-13 and Mark 14:3-9) are 
Jesus, His disciples, Mary, Martha, Lazarus, and perhaps some other guests.  The fact that the banquet is being 
hosted by a (former) leper is astonishing, as lepers were necessarily forced to maintain extreme social distance 
from anyone who did not have leprosy.  A diagnosis of leprosy was detrimental, because it meant not only the 
presence of a painful and probably incurable skin disease, but it also meant the painful separation of the leper 
from everyone he knew and loved… unless, of course, Jesus fixed all of that by healing him—which is the case 
with Simon.  He’s Simon who used to be the Leper. 
 
Who else is at the banquet?  Lazarus, who just got over a bout with death, compliments of Jesus.  He’s 
reclining at the table with Jesus while his sister Martha does what she does best—serve.  Just days ago, 
Martha was so broken over her brother’s death and Jesus’ apparent refusal to answer her prayer for Lazarus’ 
healing, but not anymore.  Now, she graciously serves her brother and the One who said to her, “I am the 
resurrection and the life.  Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and 
believes in me shall never die.  Do you believe this?” (John 11:25-26).  She believed, now without question. 
 
Jesus is gathered with those who had formerly had their lives taken from them.  Simon lost his life as he knew 
it when the first leprous spots appeared on his body.  Lazarus lost his life as the sickness got worse and worse.  
Mary and Martha lost their lives as they knew them as they watched their brother die.  All of them had been 
separated from God because of their sin and were therefore spiritually dead.  Then Jesus showed up.   
 
Jesus prioritizes life over death.  That was the message of the Garden of Eden, when Adam and Eve were free 
to eat from the Tree of Life and live (see Genesis 2:9).  That is the message of the eternal Kingdom of God, 
where the Tree of Life yields its fruit every month and provides leaves for the healing of the nations (see 
Revelation 22:2).  Life, where “no longer will there be anything accursed, but the throne of God and of the 
Lamb will be in it, and his servants will worship him.  They will see his face, and his name will be on the their 
foreheads.  And night will be no more.  They will need to light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their 
light, and they will reign forever and ever” (Revelation 22:3-5).   
 
Jesus prioritizes life over death, for “the thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy.  I came,” said Jesus, 
“that they may have life and have it abundantly” (John 10:10).  Jesus has come to give life to anyone who will 
trust and follow Him: full life, abundant life, eternal life.  He is God of the living (see Matthew 22:32).   
 
Questions for Discussion/Reflection 
1) How has trusting and following Jesus led you to a fuller, more abundant life now? 
 
2) How will trusting and following Jesus lead you to your best life in the future? 
 
  firstbaptistbg.org 

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter: @firstbaptistbg 



2. Jesus prioritizes worship over worry (12:3-5). 
 
3 Mary therefore took a pound of expensive ointment made from pure nard, and anointed the feet of Jesus and 
wiped his feet with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 4 But Judas Iscariot, one of 
his disciples (he who was about to betray him), said, 5 “Why was this ointment not sold for three hundred 
denarii and given to the poor?” (John 12:3-5). 
 
In this charged setting, while Martha serves the guests, Lazarus’ other sister does something extraordinary and 
extravagant.  Mary takes a pound of pure nard, a perfume oil imported from northern India and used by the 
Romans for anointing the head, and she lavishes it on Jesus.  Matthew and Mark record that the precious 
ointment was kept in an alabaster jar, which Mary broke to pour the oil on Jesus.  They further record that she 
anointed His head with the ointment, while John records the detail that she attended to His feet, too.  
Attending to guests feet was to be the work of lowly servants, so Mary was humbling herself profoundly.  The 
fact that she wiped His feet with her hair, which Jewish women typically kept bound in public, further 
illustrates her intense devotion to Him.  This is not flirting; this is worship, and its fragrance fills the house. 
 
This has to be one of the most beautiful expressions of worship in the entire Bible.  This woman trusted and 
followed Jesus, and He had led her through the valley of the shadow of death.  He had been with her, and He 
had done the miraculous for her.  She loved Him so deeply—as only one who has come through tribulation can 
love—and she wants to show her love and devotion for Him publicly and extravagantly.  That’s what worship 
is.  She pours out what is deeply valuable to her to worship the One who is more deeply valuable to her—
Jesus, her Lord.  This is a beautiful scene. 
 
But not everyone can celebrate her worship.  Judas is not happy.  He sees her act of worship as an act of 
waste.  His treasurer mind can see only the squandering of something that could’ve been used for what he 
perceives to be more tangible ministry needs.  He’s apparently worried that her wasteful worship will prevent 
their being able to do what he deems to be real ministry.  We’ll soon find out that he’s not worried about 
ministry at all; rather, he’s worried about losing money, which he evidently loved more than Jesus.  He cannot 
celebrate this beautiful act, because his heart is distracted from Jesus.   
 
Jesus prioritizes worship over worry.  Jesus is well aware of the cost of the perfume.  One denarius was 
equivalent to about one day’s pay, so three hundred denarii is about a year’s wages.  Imagine taking your 
salary for the year and using every penny in a single, extravagant act of worshipping Jesus.  Judas saw it as 
profoundly wasteful; Jesus saw it as profoundly beautiful.   
 
When we take what is precious to us and pour it out to worship Jesus because He is more precious to us, we 
finally understand worship.  Worship is not about our being “filled up,” although that is often a side effect of 
the experience.  Worship is about our pouring out what is valuable to us in devotion to Jesus, because He is 
more valuable.   
 
When I cannot worship because I am worried more about the music genre or style, the song being sung, the 
way the singer is leading, the way those around me are acting, then I’m acting more like Judas than Mary.  
Jesus is worthy of our extravagant worship, not our preoccupied worry.   
 
Questions for Reflection/Discussion 
1) Have you ever missed an opportunity to worship because you were worried about some non-essential 
detail?  How can you seek to ensure that your attention and devotion are pure as you pour out in worship? 
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3. Jesus prioritizes truth over deceit (12:6). 
 
6 He said this, not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief, and having charge of the 
moneybag he used to help himself to what was put into it (John 12:6). 
 
There’s always a “thing behind the thing:” a force behind what is perceivable, a cause behind the symptom.  
We just learned what was driving Judas to say what he said.  He didn’t care about the poor; that was his 
façade.  Like a politician pandering to a base just to garner their votes, Judas was using the poor to tug on the 
heart strings of those around him.  He didn’t care about the poor.  He cared about money—too much. 
 
Misaligned priorities can lead us to some disturbing places.  Judas over-prioritized riches.  He could not be 
truthful about his love of and desire for money, so he deceitfully misdirected his hearers.  The Bible says that 
the love of money (not money itself) is “a root of all kinds of evils” (1 Timothy 6:10).  Jesus Himself had said 
that it is impossible to serve both God and money (see Matthew 6:24 and Luke 16:13), and Judas was so 
compelled by money that it led him to a bad place in this moment and in moments to come (like when he sold 
out Jesus for 30 pieces of silver – see Matthew 26:15).   
 
Judas knew his love of and desire for money was incongruent with the ministry of Jesus, so he couldn’t just 
say, “What a waste!  I would love for that money to be mine!”  (That sounds terrible, doesn’t it?  But it was 
how he truly felt.)  Instead, he deceitfully sought to cover his less-than-virtuous desire with an honorable 
façade to somehow justify his sinful attitude.  That might work with other people; it never works with Jesus. 
 
Jesus knows the truth.  The Bible tells us that Jesus knows all people inside and out.  In John 2:24, we learn 
that “…Jesus did not entrust himself to them, because he knew all people.”  Just as God looked on the hearts 
of Jesse’s sons in anointing the second king of Israel (see 1 Samuel 16), Jesus looks on our hearts.  He sees our 
true desires, our true intentions, our true motivations, and He loves us and others too much to let those things 
go unnoticed and undiagnosed in us.  As we see in the case of Judas, sinful attitudes that are not corrected 
early become destructive quickly—both to the sinner and innocent bystanders. 
 
Why did God choose to include this verse in the Bible?  Remember, John is writing as he is carried along by the 
Holy Spirit.  God wanted us to see the attitude of Judas’ heart that prevented him from celebrating this 
extravagant act of worship.  He was money-grubbing, not ministry-minded.  There’s a big difference.  If we 
didn’t know Judas’ motivation, we might be tempted to agree with him that a year’s wages could go a long 
way in feeding people who truly had a need, and we might be tempted to agree that this extravagant act of 
worship was wasteful.  We might even be tempted to disagree with Jesus’ statement that He makes in 
response to Judas in just a moment.  But God loves us too much to allow that, so He included this explanatory 
verse.  He needed to show us Judas’ heart.  He also needs to show us our own hearts.   
 
One of the most difficult but helpful prayers we can pray comes from the Psalms:  “Search me, O God, and 
know my heart! Try me and know my thoughts!  And see if there be any grievous way in me, and lead me 
in the way everlasting” (Psalm 139:23-24).  It takes some serious nerve to ask God to reveal to you the 
contents of your heart and then to actually listen to His reply.  Trust me, He will answer, and His answer may 
not seem pleasant at first.  But remember that God is leading you to full and abundant life.  Let Him lead you. 
 
Questions for Reflection/Discussion 
1) Will you stop right now and pray Psalm 139:23-24?  Will you quiet your soul to hear God’s answer? 
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4. Jesus prioritizes God over all (12:7-8). 
 
7 Jesus said, “Leave her alone, so that she may keep it for the day of my burial. 8 For the poor you always have 
with you, but you do not always have me” (John 12:7-8). 
 
Jesus rebukes Judas for his short-sightedness, because Jesus understands something we have to grasp.  The 
poor matter.  Jesus’ ministry unequivocally emphasizes that the poor matter, and so does the Bible.  Read 
passages like Matthew 25, and you will be overwhelmed by how much importance Jesus places on caring for 
those the world might call “the least of these.”  But God matters more.   
 
The point Jesus is emphasizing here is this:  We are able to love others best only when we love God first.  Jesus 
emphasized this point when He said, “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother 
and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 
14:26).  Does Jesus call us to hate anyone?  No.  But He does call us to love Him first. 
 
The very first commandment God gave His people after He had brought them out of slavery in Egypt was this:  
“I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.  You shall have 
no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:2-3).  When Jesus was asked what the greatest commandment was, He 
said, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is 
the great and first commandment” (Matthew 22:37-38).  He then continued to say that the second greatest 
commandment was related to the first:  “And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself” 
(Matthew 22:39).  The order of those commandments matters. 
 
We are able to love others best only when we love God first.  It’s not that Jesus doesn’t care about the poor.  
The entire scope of His ministry indicates that He cares deeply about all people, certainly including the poor.  
But Jesus knows that sometimes we fail to prioritize our care correctly.  If we do not love God first, we cannot 
love the poor best.  If we do not lead the poor to love God first, we do them a tragic disservice and fail to live 
out the commandment of Almighty God.   
 
In his book, Marks of the Messenger, missionary J. Mack Stiles chronicles how churches lose the gospel in four 
generations of ministry.  In the first generation, the gospel is accepted and understood, and it explicitly drives 
the ministry of the church.  In the second generation, the gospel is assumed.  Stiles says that the clearest 
indication of an assumed gospel is that one just does not hear it anymore.  In the third generation, the gospel 
is confused. In other words, the gospel is seen as being equal to morality or social action or some other good 
work.  Finally, the gospel is altogether lost.  The church must engage social ministry in the context of the 
gospel, but the church must not assume the gospel as it so does. 
 
As we trust and follow Jesus, we must make sure that our priorities are God’s priorities.  Will we help the 
poor?  Absolutely.  But if we supply material needs without addressing their greatest spiritual need—a 
relationship with God through Jesus Christ—we will send them to Hell with full bellies.  There’s no love in that.  
Like Jesus, we must make sure that we prioritize God over all and help others trust and follow Jesus in all we 
do. 
 
Questions for Reflection/Discussion 
1) Do you agree that you can love others best only when you love God first?  How can you more fully love the 
Lord your God, and how might that love for God spill over in positive ways to affect your love for others? 
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Final Thought 
 
My friend Tommy Johnson serves as the Campus Minister of the Baptist Campus Ministry at Western Kentucky 
University.  He recently wrote and released a book entitled, Journey of Discipleship: Becoming a Disciple of 
Jesus.  In it, he gives very practical steps about how anyone can learn to trust and follow Jesus.  I have 
personally journeyed through Tommy’s book with several people, and over 100 people in our church have 
benefitted from it.  God is using it to lead people closer to Jesus.  [You can purchase Tommy’s book here:  
https://kbc.regfox.com/journeyofdiscipleship]  
 
To me, the most helpful assertion in the book comes from a simple diagram Tommy has included about what 
it looks like to really prioritize God first in our lives.  For years, I envisioned making a list of important things in 
my life and putting God at the very top.  God got first place on the list, but something still wasn’t working out.  
I found that it was easy to leave God in first place and spend all of my time focusing on what came further 
down the list.  Tommy suggests a different approach. 
 
Tommy suggests picturing your life in a more circular pattern with God at the center.  “Every area of my life,” 
he says, “was to revolve around Christ and be surrendered to his lordship” (Journey of Discipleship, 29).  
Functionally, it looks like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
No matter what else matters in your life, make God the center of it all.  Make sure you love God first, and you 
will be able to love others best.   
 
In pre-marital counseling, I often tell prospective husbands and wives that the absolute best thing they can do 
for the health of their marriage and family is to prioritize their individual relationship with God above all else, 
and the richness of that relationship will bless every other relationship.  Practically, the Bible says the fruit of 
the Holy Spirit is “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” 
(Galatians 5:22-23).  When I am cultivating a strong relationship with God, these attributes are increasingly 
present in my life.  When I am neglecting my relationship with God, these attributes can become masked by 
fleshly realities that are much less beneficial to me or anyone else.  Love God first; you’ll then be able to love 
others best. 
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