
John 12:1-11 New International Version (NIV) 

Jesus Anointed at Bethany 

12 Six days before the Passover, Jesus came to Bethany, where Lazarus lived, 

whom Jesus had raised from the dead. 2 Here a dinner was given in Jesus’ honor. 

Martha served, while Lazarus was among those reclining at the table with 

him. 3 Then Mary took about a pint[a] of pure nard, an expensive perfume; she 

poured it on Jesus’ feet and wiped his feet with her hair. And the house was filled 

with the fragrance of the perfume. 

4 But one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, who was later to betray 

him, objected, 5 “Why wasn’t this perfume sold and the money given to the poor? It 

was worth a year’s wages.[b]” 6 He did not say this because he cared about the poor 

but because he was a thief; as keeper of the money bag, he used to help himself to 

what was put into it. 

7 “Leave her alone,” Jesus replied. “It was intended that she should save this 

perfume for the day of my burial. 8 You will always have the poor among you,[c] but 

you will not always have me.” 

9 Meanwhile a large crowd of Jews found out that Jesus was there and came, not 

only because of him but also to see Lazarus, whom he had raised from the 

dead. 10 So the chief priests made plans to kill Lazarus as well, 11 for on account of 

him many of the Jews were going over to Jesus and believing in him. 
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So Jesus and the disciples are in Bethany, at the home of Mary, Martha and Lazarus. 

There’s a part of me that wants to know how the after-dinner conversation went – 

“Lazarus, hi! How you doing? Still alive?” Anyway, what is meant to be a nice dinner in 

honour of Jesus rapidly becomes controversial, as we’ve just seen. There’s a lot going on 

in this passage, but let’s start with an easy question: 

What is worship? 

Actually, maybe that’s not as easy a question as it first sounds. Because sometimes we 

limit worship. We see it as the hour we spend on a Sunday morning, or the singing, but 

worship isn’t just music. I mean, it’s good to join together and praise, and for us to use 

music to do that, but worship is bigger and more expansive than that. Depending on the 

heart that people do it with, cleaning the church can be worship. Doing the coffees can 

be worship. Mowing the church lawn can be worship, because all these things can be 

done to glorify God and demonstrate his worth. That’s why it’s always dangerous to say 

“I didn’t get much out of the worship this morning” – we’re not the target audience, God 

is, and there’s sometimes a danger of worshipping worship more than we’re worshipping 

God. 

That’s why we don’t need to over-complicate worship. The writer Frederick Buechner has 

a nice definition: “To worship God means to serve him. Basically there are two ways to do 

it. One way is to do things for Him that He needs to have done - run errands for Him, 

carry messages for Him, fight on His side, feed His lambs, and so on. The other way is to 

do things for Him that you need to do - sing songs for Him, tell Him what's on your mind 

and in your heart, in general rejoice in Him.” 

Mary’s act of worship was a great example of this. Outside the house, a bunch of people 

are gathering because they know Lazarus was raised from the dead and they want to see 

what Jesus can do for them. Inside, a disciple says he wants to help those in poverty but 

is really only in it for himself. And in the middle of all this, only one person seems to see 

beyond the activity and crowds and opportunism to recognise that the Messiah is here 

and that he’s deserving of worship. Not only that, only one person seems to acknowledge 

the humanity of Jesus, sees a man who knows he’s about to die but who is surrounded by 

a bunch of rubber-neckers and the worship police. Mary recognises that Jesus is a king, 

recognises that he’s going to die, and Jesus seems grateful for that acknowledgement. 

We read the Easter story as Jesus saving us from our sins, but here’s Mary, who’s more 

concerned with looking after Jesus and his needs. On the eve of a great sacrifice, a 

woman ministers to Jesus and in doing so secures a place in history. 

And this wasn’t just a nice thing for her to do. This was truly sacrificial. The perfume was 

worth a year’s wages, and I don’t think that’s an indication that Mary was rich. It’s 



possible that this was the most precious thing she owned, and in a world where poverty 

was rife, Mary anointing Jesus was probably sacrificing her future security. Don’t forget, 

women at the time were often dependent on their male relatives – well, Mary and 

Martha have just had a brush with the death of their brother. The future would have 

been on everyone’s mind, but in this moment, Mary wasn’t thinking of her future, but 

Jesus’s. 

That’s something we don’t like to think about – sometimes worship needs to be costly. 

That’s not necessarily a financial thing, but it can mean we have to give things up. Our 

time, our resources, our attitudes, our prejudices. If worship is about honouring, serving 

and meeting with God, then those encounters will start to change us. We can’t spend 

time with Jesus without starting to reflect some of his heart, his grace, his compassion… 

…Or can we? 

See, there’s someone else at this dinner party. Someone who had spent plenty of time 

with Jesus, probably more than Mary. And yet he’s not worshipping. He’s complaining. 

He’s virtue-signalling. He’s criticising the worship of another. And while it might seem 

strange, seeing Judas Iscariot acting as the worship police, well, there we go. Now, it’s 

clear from how John tells the story that Judas had ulterior motives – he had his fingers in 

the till, and if Mary had sold the perfume and donated the proceeds to Jesus’s ministry, 

well, Mr. Iscariot would have had one heck of a pay day. But putting all that aside, it’s 

worth asking a dangerous question – does Judas have a point? Yes, I know, Judas, boo, 

hiss… But on the surface it’s a fair question. After all, there’d be no shortage of 

neighbours sitting on or near the poverty line – the very name Bethany means ‘House of 

the Poor’. And while up till now we’re read this story as an example of extravagant, costly 

worship, that has its own dangers – look at how Jesus warned about making great shows 

of piety. Look at how the prophets warned against making holy sacrifices while ignoring 

the earthly poor. Judas has a point. 

Or does he? 

See, it’s a mistake to make worship a separate thing we do on a Sunday morning. The 

disciples were trying to do this, separate worship from charity, but that’s a false 

distinction. You can’t separate worship from how you live your life. 

So when Jesus says “The poor you will always have with you”, he’s not simply saying that 

poverty is something that we’re stuck with and that we should help out when we can. 

He’s riffing on Deuteronomy 15, which is all about the people of Israel being blessed to 

be a blessing to the poor among them. Effectively, the chapter says that the Lord will 

bless the land, and so there needn’t be any poverty if everyone follows the Law he gives 
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them, to look after their neighbour, to forgive debts and to give generously. Yes, there 

will always be poor people in the Land, but if the people of God are taking his commands 

seriously, if they’re living lives that reflect his grace and love and compassion and his 

concern for those in need, then the most vulnerable won’t remain vulnerable forever. 

Fast forward into the New Testament, and Mary has not just offered an act of worship to 

Jesus, she’s anointed him as Messiah, as King. She’s acknowledging who he is, and if Jesus 

is the King, then we should follow him. For all his noble words here in this story, Judas 

ultimately rejects Jesus’s kingship. And that’s a choice we all have to make. And it’s a 

choice that not only affects our lives as individuals; it’s a choice that can resonate 

throughout history. In Matthew’s version of this story, he says that Mary’s act of worship 

will be remembered wherever the gospel is proclaimed. And that’s true, there it is in the 

Bible. But what does that mean for us today? 

When we started this series, Journeying with Jesus, I don’t think any of us thought we’d 

be journeying through a global pandemic and a national lockdown. These are strange and 

scary times – there are a lot of people out there who need help, who need support, who 

need love. And so we and our churches have the same choice that Mary and Judas did, 

because one day people will be telling the story of the Great Coronavirus Outbreak of 

2020, and what will they say about us? 

Will they say we were nowhere to be seen, that we hid away and horded all the pasta 

and loo roll? 

Will they say we offered nice platitudes, but that we really only looked after ourselves? 

Or will they say that we put our worship into practice, that we followed Jesus as our King, 

and as a result, a horrible situation got a little bit better, that we sowed a little bit more 

hope in the midst of all the fear and the despair. 

Our act of worship doesn’t end when we stop singing, it doesn’t end when the preacher 

finally shuts up. As we journey with Jesus, our worship should be our satnav. And as we 

head towards Easter, the nails and the cross and the empty tomb, may the worship we 

bring also be the bricks and mortar of God’s Kingdom. 

 

 

Lord, as we head out into the week, may we offer up our lives in worship to you, and listen 

for your voice and guidance and we seek to follow you into a scared and tempestuous 

world. In your name, Lord Jesus, amen. 


