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 Jesus’ response to Mary’s devotion has many important implications 
prophetically. On a more personal level, however, it helps me clears up an important 
issue that I have been thinking about for a while. As some may know in this 
congregation, my family has not always gone to Blacksburg Presbyterian. In fact, there 
was only one church that I had ever gone to before coming here, and that was a small 
Wesleyan church in Christiansburg. Essentially, the Wesleyans are a splinter-
denomination of Methodists, taking their name from the founder of the Methodist 
church, John Wesley. The differences between The Wesleyan church and The 
Presbyterian church are almost as clear as night and day. One is a holiness evangelical 
church with conservative leanings, and the other is a reformed modernist church with 
progressive leanings. I’ll let you figure out which one is which. Yet despite these 
differences there is a common thread between the two. It is a question that both 
churches, and really any church today, must answer. That question being, how do we 
respond in the face of growing change in the world? 

 Personally, I believe this question is what divides most Protestants today, and it 
is the main reason why we have so much conflict between the denominations. It is so 
exhausting to hear the never ending debate, if you can call it that. One group says we 
should believe this, one group says we shouldn’t. One group says we should do this, 
one groups says we shouldn’t. One group says we should support this candidate or law, 
one groups says we shouldn’t. Surely this is what Luther envisioned when he posted the 
95 theses, a ten thousand sided game of who can yell the loudest spanned over 502 
years. All this division doesn’t answer the question, but I believe the scripture we read 
today does shine light on the answer. 

 

We enter into the story on, surprisingly, a joyful tone. Jesus had returned to 
Bethany, and it was only 6 days before the holiday of Passover, which was arguably the 
most holy holiday in the Jewish tradition. It was also only 6 days before Jesus was to be 
crucified, so, to use an old expression, this time truly was the calm before the storm. Not 
only was this time relaxed, however, it was also, in a way, joyous. Jesus came back to 
the house of Lazarus, which was the brother of Martha and Mary Magdalene, who we 
read about in the scripture. But more importantly, this was that same Lazarus that Jesus 
raised from the dead, and is Jesus’ personal friend. Can you imagine what atmosphere 
would have hung over that party? It would have been a great reunion for all those that 
were there with him. But yet I don’t have any doubt that Jesus would have been fairly 
anxious. After all, it was only six days before Jesus was destined to die, but at least he 
could relax at a dinner, right? Unfortunately, as most of the Gospels go, nothing is ever 
that simple. 



In comes Mary. She is the one that anoints Jesus’ feet with spikenard, a very 
costly ointment, and wipes his feet with her hair. The historians note that Spikenard was 
a type of ointment that was used as an incense by the Jewish people, but it was also 
used when embalming a dead person. Clearly the application is poetic in the truest 
sense, yet there are a couple of important question that should be asked. The first few 
being how did she get the ointment, and why did she use it. The answer to both lies in 
part in the question of how much did the Spikenard cost. Judas himself gives a number 
on this, saying that the ointment could be sold for 300 pieces, or 300 denarii. This of 
course means nothing to us unless we learn how much a denarius was worth? Now, a 
lot of sources vary on the exact amount, yet the common consensus is that today it 
would be worth sixty thousand dollars. Sixty thousand dollars for embalming fluid. The 
bible doesn’t say if she bought it for Lazarus but ended up using it on Jesus, but I 
believe it points there. Clearly this meant a great deal to Mary, and why wouldn’t it? This 
was the Jesus that raised her brother from the dead, who also she recognizes as her 
savior and probably knew was going to die soon, so she probably felt so much love for 
Jesus that she thought she should repay him by anointing him with the spikenard, 
regardless of how costly it was. And it wasn’t as if this was a thing done in secret. Not 
only could everyone see Mary, but the smell of the ointment would have been almost 
overwhelming. No doubt even Martha could have smelt it, even though she was cooking 
food in the other room. Ignoring all prophetic implications, this was a labor of love 
performed by Mary. 

This would not go unchecked by Judas however. Judas criticizes Mary, and says 
that the ointment should have been sold and given to the poor. Now, taken on the 
surface, it would be almost impossible to argue that Judas is wrong. As we know 
already, that ointment costs sixty thousand dollars. If Judas was being 100% honest, his 
train of thought would go something like “Why is she wasting this money on Jesus, 
when Jesus would be much happier if it went to the poor”. Unfortunately for him, he is 
wrong on two fronts. The first, we know that Judas is not honest. We even read in the 
scriptures that Judas did not really care about the poor. The 6th verse tells us that 
Judas held the money that was in the church, and that he would frequently steal some 
as well. That part really doesn’t surprise me, because, as Timothy puts it “the love of 
money is the root of all evil”, so it would only seem natural to have this type of robbery 
happen. What surprises me is that this problem still lingers today, even with this verse in 
the Bible. I’m not even talking about people who steal from companies, even though 
that is still a problem. I’m talking about the people who join a church that means to do 
good in the world and that person thinks “You know what, I’m going to steal from these 
people, even though one of the most evil men in the New Testament did the same”. 
How’s that for a unbroken tradition? Nevertheless, we know that Judas was not honest, 
but for the sake of the argument let’s just say that he was. Would he still be right then? 

Jesus himself rebukes Judas on that point. He says that the ointment was not 
wasted, it was used to prepare him for burial. This would have been enough to deny 
Judas’ claim of the ointment being wasted, but he did not finish there. Jesus goes on to 
state that you will always have the poor with you, but I “meaning Jesus” will not always 
be here. When you weigh the two options presented, it makes a lot of sense. The first 
option of giving the money to the poor is a good act, but unfortunately it is a temporary 
solution. Only 60 thousand dollars is not enough to end poverty, regardless of how 



much we wish that were the case. On top of that, even if the people who received the 
money had enough to escape poverty, it would be very likely that after a while they 
would become poor again. As the caste system in Jerusalem at the time was fairly strict, 
unless they became a merchant or public figure with that money so they could get a 
reliable stream of income, it was fairly likely that they would go back down into poverty. 
So the problem of poverty could be alleviated by selling the ointment, but in no way 
would it be eliminated. So what about the option of anointing Jesus’ feet? Well by doing 
that she was preparing Jesus for his death and burial, through which all people are 
saved. It doesn’t matter if you are struggling to eat at night or if you are eating lobster 
every single day, if you are to be saved you will experience a joy that is far beyond 
description. I can’t even tell you how good it will be, only that to do so would be a gross 
underestimation. How much would you pay for that? I’d do it for sixty thousand. 

Now all of these statements are good and all, but how do they apply to us today? 
Well, as Jesus stated that the more timely and greater option was the correct choice, 
likewise our decisions today should be good and timely. What I mean by that is that we 
should not be ignorant of people’s struggles today, but we need to consider what is 
biblically good and by how badly they are affected by their struggles in order to 
determine which issues we tackle first. For an example, let’s say I have an umbrella. 
Now when it is raining it would be a good deed to give that umbrella to someone who 
doesn’t have one, right. Okay. Now let's say you stumble across a scene of a crime 
where one person is very badly hurt and it is also raining. What do you do, walk up to 
the person, hand them an umbrella, and walk away, or do you call an ambulance? I 
mean, the choice should be obvious, but many people don’t see it that way. 
Furthermore, as the issues are applied to the church or community as a whole, 
unfortunately many of those issues are not that black and white. For another example, 
let’s say that there has been an increased amount of rainfall in the past few years, and 
that there is further evidence that it is only going to get worse. What should the church 
do, advise people to build barricades against the storms and to try to withstand it, or to 
push for new practices that could potentially change the weather. Regardless of what 
you think should happen, there is another side that thinks differently, and by the time 
that an agreement has been made it is often too late. Whether we agree to build 
barricades or change the weather we wouldn’t have the time to put either practice into 
effect. The decision that the church makes not only has to be good, but it also has to be 
applied quickly.  It has to be relevant to today's matters and concerns, not yesterdays. 
Should we as a church focus on caring for leprous people? Of course not, we should 
care about those who are suffering today. Those who are starving, those who are 
homeless, those who are facing persecutions, we should care about all of those. And 
even more importantly, while doing all those good things, we should be offering the 
most important gift that we as church members can offer, the good news of Jesus.  
What a day that will be, when the church can make decisions these important decisions. 
What a day, glorious day, that will be. Amen. 


