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John 12:1-8 

12Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he 
had raised from the dead. 2There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and 
Lazarus was one of those at the table with him. 3Mary took a pound of costly perfume 
made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with her hair. The house was 
filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 4But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one 
who was about to betray him), said, 5“Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred 
denarii and the money given to the poor?” 6(He said this not because he cared about 
the poor, but because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what 
was put into it.) 7Jesus said, “Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it 
for the day of my burial. 8You always have the poor with you, but you do not always 
have me.” 

First Reactions 

This is a story that may be familiar to many. Sometimes when we’ve heard 

stories before, we may not listen as closely, thinking we know it and it has said what it is 

going to say. One thing to notice is that John tells this story a bit differently from 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke in the synoptic gospels. John says it is Mary of Bethany at the 

focal point of the story. 

What sticks out to you the most as you hear this passage? There are many 

striking things. In this short passage, there are so many “Oh my goodness” surprising 

moments: 

• Jesus gave new life to Lazarus: They are having dinner in Bethany at the 

home of Lazarus, “whom [Jesus] had raised from the dead” (v. 1). 

o The narrator doesn’t want the reader to forget that Jesus raised Lazarus 

from the dead. Martha and Mary, Lazarus’ sisters, were there, too, and 

each of them had made a plea to Jesus for help when Lazarus was ill.  

• The extravagance of Mary’s gift: “Mary took a pound of pure nard. . .”  (v. 2) 

o The amount was unbelievably large (one pound) as well as of the finest 

quality (pure nard). 

• Mary’s act itself: “[She] anointed Jesus’ feet and wiped them with her hair” (v. 3)  
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• The reaction of Judas (and perhaps of others as well): “What a waste! It could 

have been sold for 300 denarii—That’s a year’s wages.”  

• The broken trust and resentment toward Judas: “[Judas] said this not 

because he actually cared about the poor, but because he was self-serving and 

was dipping his hand into the common purse to help himself.”  

• The response of Jesus: “Leave her alone—my death is coming (soon).”  

o Jesus suggests that Mary in her act of devotion has some sense of the 

time and occasion and the nearness of Jesus’ death. Something 

monumental is happening here or is about to happen. This is a moment 

unlike any other.  

What sticks out to you? 

Pause for transition. 

The Overwhelming Grace and Love of God in Jesus 

 In these recent weeks of Lent, we have heard story after story about the 

overwhelming grace of God.  

• Grace—something we do not deserve and cannot earn. 

• Grace—God’s action or God’s initiative reaching out to us, flawed human beings 

that we are. 

• Grace as shown in the parable of the fig tree, for which the gardener petitions 

and which he saves. There is grace shown by the gardener, who is willing to get 

his hands dirty, digging around the tree and spreading poop around it. In that 

same way, we recognize God’s grace in the wonder of the incarnation—in Jesus 

becoming human and, like the gardener, Jesus is willing to deal with the poop—

with all our human “stuff.”  

 

• Grace—like the protection and love offered by a Mother Hen, an image which 

Jesus used to describe himself, saying “Jerusalem, Jerusalem . . . How often 

have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under 

her wings, and you were not willing!” (Luke 13:34). 

o This suggests Jesus reaching out to us, ready to offer protection and love 

even when we turn away.  

• Grace, like the father with two sons in last week’s story. Grace that welcomes the 

lost son home, even after he insulted and disrespected or mistreated his father. 

And there is grace for the older son as well; grace is present for him, but he in his 

rigid, rule-following ways, has not recognized that grace. 

 

Alongside grace, we have identified [God’s] abundance or extravagance. In last 

week’s story, for instance, we talked about the dual meaning of the word prodigal: both 

wasteful, as in the son’s carelessness or thoughtlessness, but also lavish or 

extravagant, as in the actions of the father in that story.  
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 Grace is the start of these stories. Grace is God’s initiative. Grace is God’s 

action. 

 And yet, where is human response? What comes next after grace? If grace is 

God reaching out to us, what next? How do we respond? 

 And, if and when we respond, the big picture is still about grace. The action or 

the initiative still starts with God. Then we respond. The bigger picture is still about 

grace because what we receive from God is not like a paycheck we deserve, but grace 

that is offered from the start. We act in response to God. It’s still about grace, but we 

can respond to that grace. There is a rhythm: God’s grace; we respond.  

 

Mary Responds 

 I think that is what Mary is doing. She’s responding to the grace of God, most 

especially as shown in Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead. Gospel writer John is sure 

to remind us of that, you know:  

• Jesus is eating at the home of Lazarus in Bethany, “whom [Jesus] had raised 

from the dead” (v. 1). 

• That story just happened and is told in chapter 11 (we’re in 12 here), and John 

doesn’t want us to forget.  

Mary’s act of devotion is a response of gratitude and thanksgiving to the 

overwhelming act of grace she has witnessed.  

 

We Respond 

 Though Mary’s act is distinct in its extravagance (one pound of pure nard?), we 

follow this same rhythm of recognizing and receiving God’s grace and responding to it. 

God acts with grace; we respond with gratitude. 

 Even more pointedly on this day on which we welcome and receive new 

members of Good Shepherd at both services and also celebrate an adult baptism at 11 

a.m., we see this rhythm of God’s grace and our response: 

The sacraments are primary symbols of that grace or signs of God’s gracious 

action and then they invite our grateful response. Through baptism and Communion, 

God claims us as God’s own as people of the covenant and draws us in to Christ’s 

body. 

• Baptism is both a sign of God’s grace in reaching out to us and claiming us and 

drawing us in and a sign of our response. 

• “The baptism of children witnesses to the truth that God’s love claims people 

before they are able to respond in faith. The baptism of those who enter the 

covenant of membership upon their own profession of faith in Jesus Christ as 
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Lord and Savior witnesses to the truth that God’s gift of grace calls forth a 

response of faithfulness”1 

• Meaningful membership is a sign of response to that grace. What these new 

members are doing (except Stacy, who is being baptized as an adult), is formally 

called “Affirmation of Baptism;” it is recognizing one’s own baptism and 

responding to God’s grace in that.  

 

And so, we all, in turn, respond to the grace of God with our gratitude with acts of 

worship within the sanctuary and as we seek to live faithful lives as we display love for 

God and love for neighbor out in the world. We offer our gifts of time and dollars and 

energy and service and praise as acts of gratitude for God’s grace.2  

What sticks out? 

 Many different individual things may have stuck out to you today as you heard 

that reading.  Over this Lenten season and reflected in today’s story as well, I see the  

rhythms of God’s grace and Mary’s response.  

May we ourselves recognize and receive God’s grace and respond with faithful 

living. 

 

 

  

 
1 See Presbyterian Book of Order, G-1.0301, “The Meaning of Membership and Baptism” 
2 See Presbyterian Book of Order, W-1.0204. In a section on worship and “matter,” meaning physical, 

tangible things or material goods.  


