Reflection & Preparation:  The Aroma of Anointing
Isaiah 43:16-21     John 12:1-8

	Good morning, Family.  Let me begin with a question:  If you were to describe the depth and intimacy of your worship and devotion to Jesus, what words would you use? Exuberant? Demonstrative? Passionate? Extravagant? Sacrificial? Or would your answer be something like these:  Lukewarm, restrained, guarded, calculated?  In our Gospel reading, the story we read takes place in the shadow of the cross.  With the Passover near, Jesus attends a dinner party in Bethany in the house of Lazarus, Martha, and Mary.  The details of Lazarus’ being raised from the dead to life still hang in the air. And at this event, Mary anoints Jesus. In Hebrew, Messiah means “anointed one.” Here, then, Mary anoints the anointed one.  As we learn, this intimate exchange prepares Jesus for His death.  
Keep in mind, however, that the presence of Lazarus at the table proves that death does not speak the final world.  It seems to me that this home in Bethany is a picture of the church.   Lazarus, raised from death to life, in fellowship with Christ! John 11:25-26 tells us:  “25 Jesus said to her [Mary], “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even though they die; 26 and whoever lives by believing in me will never die. Do you believe this?” Lazarus’ resurrection is the sign that brings many people to believe in Christ. This friend of Jesus who has received Jesus’ resurrection power is, literally, a witness of God’s saving grace and glory. Along with Lazarus, there is Mary, growing in grace, intimacy, and knowledge of Christ, worshipping Him and serving Him.  What this event gives us is the five essentials of the church:  1) New life in Christ; 2) The witness of resurrection power; 3) Worship and Adoration of Him; 4) Serving Him; and 5) His presence in their midst.  We see here believers gathered to recognize the worth of Jesus.
At the same time, we also recognize the tension between believers and those who criticize them.  Martha anoints the feet of her Lord with expensive perfume: Judas immediately decries her action.  Believers, be prepared.  If you step out into the world and risk behaving in ways that your faith dictates, you will suffer criticism.  But let me suggest this:  Let those who criticize you just do so.  Those who criticize just don’t “get it”! When Mary pours out the perfume to honor her Lord, she overwhelms any lingering smell of Lazarus’ death.  She honors Jesus, offers her complete devotion, right down to use of the strands of her hair to caress   His feet with the perfume. Her worship should inspire us to reflect on our own worship of Him.
	Mary’s actions confirm for us that we should reflect upon our own acts of worship and devotion, that we must prioritize our relationship with Jesus above all else (Galatians 2:20*).  This story of Mary’s anointing of Jesus—in preparation for His death—also offers a distinct contrast between true and false devotion, between the faithful and the unfaithful disciple. Mary’s pouring out of the costly perfume, this extravagant act of love, mirrors in a way or is a precursor to Jesus’ extravagant act of love, later in the same week, as He pours out His own life for the sins of the whole world. To the Ephesians , Paul writes, 2, “walk in the way of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God (Ephesians 5:2).  Note Paul’s reference to the Jew’s heritage. Fragrance and sacrifice—“fragrant offering to the Lord” appears several times in the Old Testament, in Exodus, in Leviticus, in Numbers.  Our fragrant offering, like Mary’s, points to newness of life in Christ.  And this new life is reflected in service and sacrificed. Paul assures believers of this:
But thanks be to God, who always leads us as captives in Christ’s triumphal procession and uses us to spread the aroma of the knowledge of him everywhere. 15 For we are to God the pleasing aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and those who are perishing.      2 Corinthians 2:14-15 
John Piper has written, “It is a beautiful thing when the worth of Jesus and the love of His followers match.” Mary gives witness of His worth and offers Him her love and her service.  She has experienced the power of resurrection in the raising of her brother Lazarus.  She has seen that the Lord is good. Her heart has been transformed and continues to transform by His Grace.  And in an instant, her affection is poured out on Jesus. Judas doesn’t understand, can’t understand.
_______________
*Galatians 2:20
I have been crucified with Christ, and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.

	To put Mary’s extravagant gesture of love in perspective, the perfume Mary uses up entirely to anoint Jesus cost a year’s wages, 300 denarii. Why? Why would she do this, some wonder?  There is no quantifying the worth and value of Jesus or in having a relationship with Him. Jesus is worthy of the best in us, of us, of all we are and have.  Our affection and devotion toward Him should reflect that worth. Judas’ response confirms that he doesn’t understand. Smells either repel or attract. The smell of the perfume repels Judas, and so he criticizes Mary’s action. In verse 7 of John’s account Jesus tells Judas to “leave her alone.”  The word for “leave” here is, in the Greek, the same word as “forgive,” as used in the Lord’s prayer.  Moreover, it also means, “Let it go.”  In other words, Jesus says to Judas, “Let it go.”  Jesus knows what motivates Judas’ heart.  Church! Listen.  Don’t allow the motivations of this world to interrupt your intimacy with Jesus.  Don’t allow the false motives of culture to tone down, to make luke-warm, your devotion and worship of the King.  If any voice tells you to moderate your love for Jesus, do not listen.  And don’t substitute activity for intimacy.  Judas suggests that the value of the perfume could feed the poor. Christ responds that the poor will always be with them, but He will remain among them for only a short while longer. Judas, Church, was trying to make a stink! Jesus was and is, of course, concerned about the poor, but He’s speaking about the uniqueness of the moment.
	As we prepare to observe Christ’s coming passion and death, we need to ask ourselves again, “What are the depth and level of intimacy, of my worship, and my devotion toward Jesus?”  
In answer, I pray, this: Lord, awaken us to your value and worth!  You’ve raised us from death to life. You have called us as witnesses. You call us to serve.  You are in our midst.  We praise you!




Passages in support of this sermon:
Isaiah 43:16-21
16 This is what the Lord says—
    he who made a way through the sea,
    a path through the mighty waters,
17 who drew out the chariots and horses,
    the army and reinforcements together,
and they lay there, never to rise again,
    extinguished, snuffed out like a wick:
18 “Forget the former things;
    do not dwell on the past.
19 See, I am doing a new thing!
    Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?
I am making a way in the wilderness
    and streams in the wasteland.
20 The wild animals honor me,
    the jackals and the owls,
because I provide water in the wilderness
    and streams in the wasteland,
to give drink to my people, my chosen,
21     the people I formed for myself
    that they may proclaim my praise.
John 12:1-8
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.”
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