
 

John 12.1-8 
I. Explanation 
Jesus coming to Bethany 
Aware that the leading Jews (Pharisees, Chief Priests and Council 11.47, 57) 
had resolved to kill him, Jesus had retreated to Ephraim. 
 
But Jesus doesn’t stay there. Has the work of the Father to complete.  
Comes to Bethany, just outside Jerusalem. 
 
Tension is building and he knows he has now set out on the final journey to the 
Cross. He has stopped at Bethany on the way. 
 
Jesus is supposedly in the house of friends (host = Simon the leper – Mark 14, 
Matt 26), at a dinner in his honour.  

• Everyone is behaving true to character: Martha, Mary, Lazarus, Judas 
(and disciples)  

• should have been the scene for reassurance that he is loved and 
supported by his friends.  

• Instead it becomes the scene for petty hostility – among those closest to 
him!  

What hurt he must have felt, amidst the joy of Mary’s devotion. Cf. request for 
places of honour after prediction of passion.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Mary’s action 
Not the first time Mary has been at Jesus’ feet. See  11.32; Lk 10.39. 
 
Nard is extremely valuable (a year’s wages for a labourer, = c.$40k). John 
emphasises its purity (from the root and spike of the nard plant in India) and 
the large quantity in the jar (about 300ml).  
 
Mary’s act is wholehearted and generous/extravagant. 

• Mark and Matthew: she broke the flask and poured it over his head;  

• John says feet, but the large quantity is likely to have run down over 
body, and even to feet. 

• But in both Mark and Matthew Jesus refers to the anointing of his body 
beforehand for burial 

• Foot washing is a whole body action. You can’t just do it with the hands!  
Must get down on floor.  

• Mary goes further by letting her hair down and wiping with it. A PDA too 
far in Middle East! Sure to draw disapproval. Mary doesn’t care, entirely 
consumed by her love for Jesus.  

• PICTURE (Wayne Forte) – sole focus, whole body 

• A symbol of love and grief, NO sensuality in it. 

• “Fragrance filled the whole house” 
 
Mary’s extravagance is emphasised by the observation that the whole house is 
filled… Her love overflows, not just over Jesus but affects everyone and 
everything.   
 
Matthew and Luke say she will be remembered…. But don’t name her; John 
makes no mention of her being remembered, but does name her! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Judas’ reaction 
Matt and Mark say other disciples took offence at Mary’s action too, but John 
singles out Judas, presumably because he was the ringleader/spokesman. 
 
Judas’ betrayal has begun (in his heart).  
 
John tells us two things about Judas: 

1. that he held (lit. ‘lifted’) the money-bag for Jesus and the disciples. In 
13.29 learn he was also responsible for almsgiving for the group. But 
here John notes that he helped himself to money. He was a thief. 

2. That he was not motivated by care for the poor. He is like the hired hand 
of 10.3 caring nothing for the sheep. He was a hypocrite. 

 
Jesus’ Response 
Defends and protects Mary. 
Goes very easy on Judas. 
Focuses on the significance of her act for him. 

• However one translates the difficult v.7, Jesus (and Matt and Mark) 
make it clear that what she has in fact done is symbolically anoint Jesus’ 
body in advance for burial. Her act points forward to Jesus death.  

 
Mary’s act is timely and significant (to Jesus). 
 
NB. In Wayne Forte’s painting jar becomes cup which will collect Jesus’ blood. 
 
Her act prefigures the expensive anointing of Jesus’ body by Nicodemus and 
Joseph of Arimathea in 19.38-42 
 
Jesus doesn’t discourage almsgiving, in fact he condones it. But it isn’t to be 
used as an excuse for not worshipping God, just as (supposed) giving to God 
isn’t an excuse for not supporting parents cf.   
 
It is the hypocrisy of what Judas/disciples think that Jesus challenges, not 
almsgiving itself. He is saying, in effect, “If you care so much about the poor 
you have ample opportunity to show it without denying this woman and me 
this act of worship.” 
 
 
 

 



II. Interpretation 
Hearts are exposed.  

• Jesus knows what in the hearts of men…  

• In times of crisis, tend to bring out the best and worst in people.  
 

Mary = displays best; Judas (and other disciples) display what’s worst. 
 
Mary 
Similarity between Mary and woman in Luke 7: 

• both had received something from Jesus which they are moved to 
express their gratitude to, and love for him for. Sinful woman – forgiven 
much; Mary – received brother back from dead. 

• Both perform extravagant and socially risky acts of love.  
A love as pure as the nard used, that does not count the cost  
“Love’s only regret is that it doesn’t have more to give.” (Barclay) 

 
Did Mary fully understand what she is doing?  
Maybe not, but senses what is going on for Jesus.  
Her love attunes her to him. She knows and feels his danger (11.45-57) 
 
Perceived that amidst the celebration of Lazarus’ rising from the dead Jesus’ 
heart is heavy in anticipation of the events of the coming week.  
Her gratitude for having her brother back from the dead is tempered by her 
sense that her brother’s raising back to life is going to cost Jesus his. 
 
Judas 

• How can Judas, who has seen “an act of action of surpassing loveliness… 
call it an action of extravagant waste”. Answer lies in Jesus’ parable in 
Luke 7 – Judas doesn’t love Jesus or appreciate what he has done. If he 
did, he wouldn’t see this act as a waste at all. 

• Just as house is filled with fragrance of perfume, so is filled with tension. 
Was their sense of shame at Mary’s extravagant expression of pure love 
the real cause of upset of the disciples rather than the claimed 
extravagance/waste (cf. Luke 7).  
 

 
 
 
 
 



III. Lessons 
1. True devotion/worship 
True/pure worship:  

• May make little sense (practically, the disciples were right). Cf. David 
dancing naked. But it pleases God. 

• Is always costly (in terms of self-effacing) 
Always looks bad on TV! PDA’s make other’s feel uncomfortable. Not God 
though. 

 
2. The Beauty and Wonder of Unstinted Generosity 
“Fragrance filled the whole house” 
Generosity does that. Has an extraordinary effect on others, and blesses in a 
way that legalistic piety never does.  And so delights God  - Cf. widow’s mite 
 
Cf. 2 Cor 2.15 – the fragrance of the Gospel, proleptically.   
 
3. Importance of Timing 
Easy to miss an opportunity, to delay/put off that which is most 
meaningful/significant. Love should not be quenched or its actions 
postponed/delayed. Unlike revenge, a dish best served hot. 
 
Don’t wait for funeral to tell someone how much mean to you!  
 
As an act of devotion, Mary’s anointing of Jesus’ body has far greater 
significance now than it would a week later, when Jesus dead. 
 
4. Unwitting prophets: 

1. HP Caiaphas, who ironically prophecies in his role, even though he 
speaks out of hatred 

2. Mary, who acts in love and does something of greater significance than 
she realises. 

3. Pilate will likewise make a prophetic statement (19.19-22, inscription on 
the cross) 

Director-General of Health, 19 March, caring for all NZer’s, “from pre-cradle to 
grave.” The previous night the abortion bill passed. Euthenasia Act passed late 
last year, just awaiting referendum before coming into force. 
 
5.Focus on Jesus 
Disciples caught up in the moment, and in the daily duties. Once more, Mary 
has done that which is most important.  



Same true today. Primary focus – Jesus and Gospel, not COVID-19. 
 
 

IV. Suggested Discussion Questions 
1. What makes for worship that is pleasing to God? How might that differ 

from our criteria for a great worship service? 
2.  Have you ever been the recipient of great generosity? How did it affect 

you/your life?  
3. How does Jesus/Bible measure generosity? See, amongst other passages, 2 

Cor 8-9. 
4.  Have you ever done something on impulse/prompted by the Holy Spirit 

and then found out it was much more significant than you imagined?  
5. Have you ever regretted not saying/doing something which you felt a 

strong prompt to say/do? Why do we sometimes hesitate? 
6. John makes much of Caiaphas having prophesied in his role as High Priest, 

i.e. out of his office rather than his character/spiritual gifting. To what 
extent is office (e.g. the office of a Bishop in our church) significant? What 
might this tells us about how works and speaks?  

 
Richard Storey has sent through a coupe of reflections which he suggested I 
share with you. You may wish to circulate and/or discuss these in your connect 
group, either this week or another week. 
 
I will be sharing a short (10 minute) reflection online at 10am this Thursday, 
then Tues-Sat inclusive through Holy Week (7-11 April). 


