
The heart of worship, John 12.1-8 
Bradfield St George and St Clare, 7 April  

Aim: that my hearers may come to know and love Jesus Christ and worship him as Mary did  

Introductions… 

Mary and Martha appear on 3 occasions in the gospels.  In Luke, we read of the time 

when Jesus was at the sisters house; Martha working away in the kitchen getting the 

meal ready, while Mary was sitting at Jesus’ feet.  Martha complains ‘Tell my sister to 

come and help me!’  Jesus gently rebukes her, saying that she’s troubled and upset by 

many things but that only one thing is needful, and that’s what Mary has chosen.   

That earlier story of Mary and Martha tells us something about them as people. 

There’s no doubt they both loved Jesus, but Mary especially wanted to spend time 

getting to know Jesus as a person.  She’d have much in common with Paul, who – as 

we heard in our first reading – also longed to know Jesus more.   “I regard everything 

as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ…I want to know Christ”.  That was 

Mary’s desire too.  

The sisters appear again in John 12, and it’s another meal they’re sharing.  This time 

it’s a special celebration!  Just a couple of months earlier, Jesus had raised Lazarus, 

Martha and Mary’s brother, from the dead.   So the sisters give a special dinner party 

in sheer gratitude and in honour of Jesus and his disciples.  You can imagine their 

thrill and joy – and there was Lazarus, now alive and well!   

But there’s also tension in the air.  Many Jews had witnessed Jesus bringing Lazarus 

back to life and they were turning to Him in large numbers. This was the final straw 

for the chief priests and Pharisees – Jesus had to go.   And John tells us later that not 

only were they plotting to kill Jesus they planned to kill Lazarus as well.   
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It’s quite a drama: the celebration meal with Lazarus and Jesus, against a dark 

backdrop of serious death threats.   I’d like to look at the 3 main characters in turn: 

1. Mary.  Once again she is at Jesus’ feet but this time she’s anointing them with 

a very expensive perfume.  It’s an act of extravagant generosity. Nard was 

made from an aromatic plant, imported from India, and very costly. We’re 

told that the amount she used was worth a whole year’s wages!   Translate 

this into today’s money - the average UK salary is about £30,000.   So it wasn’t 

just extravagance, it was outrageous extravagance!   Over the years she had 

got to know Him and now she was showing her utter devotion to Jesus.   She 

was giving her ‘all’ to her Lord and Master, because (please excuse the reference 

but we are talking about perfume) she knew that He was worth it!   

 

She may remind us of the many others who down through the centuries – like 

Julian of Norwich – who have given their ‘all’ to Jesus.  Many have given 

their lives for the sake of Christ.   In 1956, 5 American missionaries were 

martyred in Ecuador; international news. They were trying to reach a remote 

Indian tribe, the Aucas, who were well- known for being viciously hostile. 

The missionaries knew their work was dangerous, but like Mary they also 

knew that it was worth it for the sake of the gospel.   Shortly before they 

were killed by the Aucas, one of the missionaries, Jim Elliott, wrote: “He is no 

fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose”.  

 

2. Judas.   He was the treasurer of the 12. Other disciples must have believed 

him to be trustworthy enough to do the job.  Here, he jumps in and criticizes 

Mary.  And superficially he was “right”– it was a vast amount of money, and 

of course it could have been given to the poor.    But John tells us that Judas’ 

2 
 



real motive was to steal from the funds; he was a thief and didn’t really care 

for the poor.  It could have been a very large donation under his control, and 

provided a nice top slice for himself…  So though he appeared to be right and 

caring, he was actually just the opposite.   

 

We hear stories of embezzlement and theft today, tragically even in the church. 

The church that we attended before coming here went through such a time. 

The treasurer was made redundant and was short of money so he dipped into 

church funds.  He was eventually found out, but more than the loss of money, 

it was a devastating betrayal of trust and led to much upset in the church.  It’s 

worth pointing out that Judas betrayed the trust of the other disciples too; it 

wasn’t just Jesus he betrayed.  

   

3. Jesus.  Notice his gracious response; he just says “Leave her alone”.   In 

Matthew’s version of this incident, he adds “she has done a beautiful thing for 

me”.  Jesus would have known that Judas was stealing from the corporate 

purse, but he allowed it to continue because there were more important issues 

at stake, he had a greater purpose to fulfill.  And instead of exposing him he 

links Mary’s act of devotion to his own burial.   

This really is the focus of this little story and indeed of all these chapters in John’s 

gospel – Jesus’ death, burial and then resurrection.  We anticipate all these things in 

Lent, remembering that the end of the story is a glorious one, one that is full of hope!   

How can we apply this story to our lives today? 

3 
 



It’s Passion Sunday, when the church traditionally focuses on the start of Jesus’ 

sufferings, His journey to the cross.  I think we see another kind of Passion here 

shown by Mary, whose worship was truly heart-felt.   

A challenge to our worship, our commitment to following Jesus in all aspects of our 

lives.  This doesn’t mean we all have to be like those who are far more exuberant or 

extrovert in their worship – eg. our African friends!  Temperament plays a large part 

in how we worship, but where are our hearts, our real affections?  Whatever form it 

takes, truly heart-felt and sacrificial service challenges me to ask where my heart is.   

A challenge also to our giving. We could say a lot about the need for more sacrificial 

giving to God; there’s much in the Bible about that.   

Underlying her self-sacrificial worship was Mary’s knowledge of Jesus. She had 

taken time to get to know him: do we?  As we get to know Jesus more, we will come 

to love Him and serve Him with all our hearts as she did. How will we get to know 

him? How much we need to read the Bible to get to know Jesus better! 

But John’s key focus here is on Jesus and his imminent death.   He tells us that Jesus 

saw this act of extravagant worship as pointing to His burial.   John is reminding us 

that the cross is central, and that it’s Jesus who is central to the whole gospel story. 

He is the one who is truly sacrificial in giving, more so even than Mary.   

I love that famous hymn of John Henry Newman, “Praise to the holiest in the height”, 

where he expresses God’s generosity to us so beautifully:  

O generous love! that He, who smote 
  In man for man the foe, 
The double agony in man 

  For man should undergo.  
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The question for us today – is will we believe?   

“Faith is falling into the arms of Jesus”.  Admitting our need of him and complete 

dependence on him, completely trusting in Him  

John wrote his gospel so that we might believe that Jesus is the Son of God and by 

believing have life in His name.   

Look to Christ and believe!  

Let’s pray 
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