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Precious Ointment                                                                                   

John 12:1-12                                                                                  

HUMC 3 April 2022 

If you were to pick a for person in the Bible who showed a lot of 

love and devotion, there are plenty of examples to choose from. 

However, there is one person who gets my vote.   

That person was Mary of Bethany. There were a number of 

women in the Bible with the name Mary. But this particular Mary 

was the one who sat at Jesus’ feet while her sister served and got 

upset. And it was this same Mary who was also known for 

another act of devotion.   

Beverly will John 12:1-12.   

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.” 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+12%3A1-12&version=NIV#fen-NIV-26584a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+12%3A1-12&version=NIV#fen-NIV-26586b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+12%3A1-12&version=NIV#fen-NIV-26589c
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9 Meanwhile a large crowd of Jews found out that Jesus 
was there and came, not only because of him but also to 
see Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead. 10 So the 
chief priests made plans to kill Lazarus as well, 11 for on 
account of him many of the Jews were going over to Jesus 
and believing in him. 

12 The next day the great crowd that had come for the 
festival heard that Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. 

In the little village of Bethany, a dinner was given in honor of 

Jesus. This took place in the home of Simon the leper or Simon 

the former leper, since it was believed that Simon was healed by 

Jesus. Then there was another famous guest, Lazarus, whom 

Jesus raised from the dead and of course the 12 Apostles.   

In those days, this was a male only social events, but women 

were present as they assisted in serving the meal. Two of the 

servers were Martha and Mary whose job was to keep the tables 

filled with food and drink.   

When I think of a banquet, I think back to my military days 

where we gathered in a very large room in the officer’s club.  

Highly decorated place settings and flowers were placed on the 

white table cloths.   

The active duty military personnel wore their dress uniform with 

their rank and insignia proudly displayed. The spouses wore their 

finest. It was an impressive sight. It had a feeling of the Oscars.   

The evening began with a toast with champagne glasses, followed 

by a three-course meal, a presentation of awards. There was 

often a speech by the guest of honor. And some type of 

entertainment. (And we were often told, “You will come. You will 

wear your blues and tennis shoes and you will have fun”). 
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The dinner that Jesus attended was much different from the 

military banquet I just described. There was one large table and 

many couches. The guests leaned on the cushions with one arm 

and ate with the hand of the opposite.     

While the men ate and talked, the women served. And sometime 

towards the end of the meal, Mary went to where Jesus was. She 

had with her an alabaster or marble type of sealed jar of 

perfume. Inside this jar was an expensive type of perfume that 

was never opened sealed with way to keep it pure and unspoiled.   

This perfume was her dowry or life’s savings. It was expensive 

and worth at least one year’s salary. This particular perfume was 

called spikenard or nard which was imported from distant lands 

and the process of extracting the perfume from the root of a 

plant was complex. 

Mary did was the unthinkable. In the presence of the men, she 

disregarded the laws of etiquette and she snapped off the long 

neck of the bottle. Then she poured the entire contents of the 

perfume over Jesus’ feet and wiped his feet with her hair. All the 

guests to include her sister Martha couldn’t believe what they had 

witnessed. 

In those days no respectable woman would ever appear in public 

with her hair unbound. On the day a girl was married, her hair 

was bound up, and never again would she be seen in public with 

long hair flowing loose. It was a sign of an immoral woman.   

But Mary never thought in those terms. She took the most 

precious thing she possessed and used it all on Jesus. Love is not 

love if it calculates the cost. It gives all and its only regret is that 

it has not more to give.  
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Within minutes, the sweet odor had permeated every square inch 

of the entire room. It was a costly gift, but it was not wasted, 

because it was an act of worship.   

Mary of Bethany acted out of love and devotion then she anointed 

him as the Sovereign of her heat, the king of her soul, the Lord of 

her life, the Messiah of the nation and the savior of men. True 

devotion often rises above the rules of social etiquette and dares 

to be original and self-sacrificing.   

2 Corinthians 2:15 “For we are to God the aroma of Christ among 

those who are being saved and to those who are perishing, we 

are the smell of death to the other; we are the fragrance of life.” 

Are we giving out Christ’s sweet aroma to our acts of devotion?  

Do people sense Jesus is living in our hearts and lives?  Do we 

glorify God in all that we do and say? In Mary we see devotion at 

its highest level as she wiped Jesus’ feet with her hair.   

Several months ago, I checked out of the library the 1999 DVD 

“The Straight Story”. It was about the extraordinary devotion that 

73-year-old Alvin Straight of Iowa showed for his brother. Many 

of you may have seen his story on the news.   

Alvin’s brother Lyle who was 80 years old had suffered a stroke 

and lived some 300 miles away. Alvin knew, he needed to see his 

brother, but he couldn’t drive because of poor eye sight and 

walked with the support of two canes.  

He could have borrowed money or asked for a ride, but he 

wanted to see his brother in his own way. So, with little money 

and abundant determination, he climbed on his John Deere 

tractor lawn mower which towed his handmade trailer and thus 

began his 300-mile journey, where he traveled at top speeds of 5 

miles per hour.   
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After 5 weeks of battling ladybugs and buffalo fleas, 18-wheel 

tractor trucks and annoying car drivers, tractor break downs, he 

finally crossed the border into Wisconsin and made his way to his 

brother’s home. 

Some would call Alvin’s trip foolhardy, but it was a true act of 

devotion. When Alvin died about 5 years later, his John Deere 

rider mower was put on the top of a pickup truck and was part of 

the funeral procession that went into the cemetery.   

In our scripture for today, Mary’s anointing of Jesus was an 

extravagant act of devotion. And she is a type of a true Christian 

worshipper. So let me ask. When we give something or ourselves 

to God, is it from obligation or gratitude?   

As Christians we are born twice. Once through our parents and 

the other through the Spirit of God. When Christ shed his blood, 

it was to purchase our souls, to save us from sin and its eternal 

consequences. That in itself is enough to be thankful.   

As we look at the scripture for today, there are several ways we 

can apply it to our lives. All of us have gifts and talents. Who we 

are and what we do is like a bottle of perfume offered to Jesus.   

What is your gift or talent?  Music? Teaching?  Tutoring?  Making 

things? Serving? Fixing? Helping? Comforting? Baking? 

Friendship? Hospitality? Making phone calls? Sharing your faith? 

Whatever gift or talent you are blessed with, consecrate that gift 

or talent in the service of God. 

In closing, pour out your worship and good deeds like Mary of 

Bethany did. Be a sweet perfume to those around you and offer 

your sweet fragrance until God.   


