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1Six days before the Passover Jesus came to 
Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he had raised 
from the dead. 2 There they gave a dinner for him. 
Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those at the 
table with him. 3 Mary 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. 4 But 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.) 7 Jesus said, ‘Leave her alone. She bought it 

so that she might keep it for the day of my 
burial. 8 You always have the poor with you, but you 
do not always have me.’  (John 12:1-8, NRSV) 
  



 
We’ve all been to a gathering held in honor of person 
who has just died.  A whole community comes together, 
usually around food, and stories, and laughter, and 
tears.  But I’ve never been to one of those gatherings 
where the dead person was sitting there eating and 
telling stories with us!  But that was the case that day in 
Bethany when Jesus and his disciples gathered in a 
home where he had long been a welcome and honored 
guest.  The hosts, Mary and Martha, along with their 
just-back-from-the-grave brother, Lazarus, were a part 
Jesus’ inner circle.  Many scholars believe that this feast 
may have, in fact, been a party to celebrate the miracle 
of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead.  It had been the 
latest, and perhaps greatest, in a long list of 
supernatural signs and wonders these people had seen 
Jesus perform over the last three years.  The mood that 
day must have been festive.   
 
Martha, as expected, is busy in the kitchen.  We know 
from other accounts that this was the way Martha 
expressed her devotion.1  I doubt she ever sat down the 
whole evening.  Her sister, Mary, on the other hand, 
knew how to sit, specifically at the feet of Jesus.  Martha 
had resented Mary for this, but had been reprimanded 
by Jesus once already for her resentment.  According to 
him, Mary’s choice to sit at his feet was the better  

                                                           
1 See Luke 10:38-42. 

 
choice.  To sit at the feet of another was a Hebrew 
idiom for the desire to learn from that person.  Mary 
wanted to learn from Jesus, so she sat at his feet, and 
listened to his words, maybe more closely than anybody 
else.  For you see, even though Jesus had been quite 
explicit with his disciples about his impending death, 
none of the others seemed to get the message.2  Only 
Mary.  Probably because she spent so much time at his 
feet, she knows that he is about to die. 
 
So on this occasion she’s not only at his feet to sit.  She 
takes a pound of very expensive perfume and begins to 
anoint his feet.  Then, when she just as easily could 
have retrieved a towel to wipe his feet when she was 
done, she instead lets down her hair and uses that 
instead to do the job.  It was common practice in those 
days to anoint a dead body before burial.  As we know 
now, that was not possible in Jesus’ case because they 
had to rush to get his body off the cross to bury him 
that Friday before the Sabbath began at sundown.  
Something Jesus had said along the way must have 
hinted that he would therefore need to be anointed 
before he died.  Again, Mary alone was listening 
carefully enough to get the message. 
 
Understand that as soon as this happened the mood at 
the dinner party would have changed drastically.  We 
learn later in the story that this perfume was worth 300 
denarii.  Conservatively, that translates to about 
$30,000 in our day.  All of it poured out on Jesus’ feet.  
Add to this the fact that no respectable woman at that 
time would ever let her hair down in public.  Unbound 
hair was the sign of an immoral woman.3  I’m not 
defending the standard, just reporting it.  Mary doesn’t 
just let her hair down, she uses it to dry Jesus’ feet.  All 
sorts of disturbing thoughts and sideways glances 
would have been flying around the room.  We can only 
imagine what Martha must have been thinking.  The 
tension was thick, an awkward, embarrassed moment 
where nobody knew quite what to say.   
 
It’s Judas, of all people, who finally breaks the silence 
with a very pointed question: “Why was this perfume 
not sold for $30,000 and the money given to the 
poor?”4  It’s a fair question.   
                                                           
2 See, for instance, Mark 10:33-34 
3 William Barclay, The Daily Bible Study Series: The Gospel of John, Volume 2 

(The Westminster Press, 1975), 110.   
4 This and all biblical citations are from the New Revised Standard Version 

(NRSV). 
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A team of us, along with the support of many of you, 
ran in the Urban Cow last weekend and raised just 
about this same amount in our ongoing effort to end the 
clean water crisis in Africa.  $30,000 is enough to 
provide clean water for 600 people for life!  Even 
though Judas’ motives were less than honorable, doesn’t 
he still have a point?  Given the choice, what would you 
do with that resource?  Anoint Jesus’ feet for burial, or 
provide clean water for life for 600 people?  It’s a fair 
question.   
 
There is a lot in this story, many directions we could go 
with this text.  Today I want to focus on one aspect, the 
perfume, which I think leads us to one question: Why 
does Mary think that this is a good use of this resource and 
Judas think that it is a waste?  We can assume that they 
both knew the market value of the perfume.  I doubt 
that Mary would disagree that it could have been sold 
and the money used to do a lot of good helping a lot of 
people.  No argument there.  Even so, she still chooses 
instead to empty it out on Jesus’ feet.  And then, as if 
she’s not in the least worried about what anybody else 
is thinking, she has the audacity to dry his feet with her 
unbound hair.  Why does Mary think that this is a good use 
of this resource and Judas think that it is a waste?   
 
Here’s how I want to answer that question today.  I 
don’t think it’s about the resource nearly as much as it’s 
about the perspective.  Let me show you what I mean.   
 
What was the value of this perfume on earth?  The 
equivalent of $30,000.  But what would you say was the 
value of this perfume in heaven, in the Kingdom of 
God?  How much was it worth from that perspective?  
The same?  Less?  More?  It’s not a silly question.  
What do you think?  From God’s perspective, what was 
the value of this perfume? 
 
Let’s ask it a different way.  The house where you live, 
do you know how much it’s worth on the market right 
now?  Don’t tell me, but do you have an approximate 
figure in your head?  And how much is it worth in 
heaven?  What’s the value of your house in the 
Kingdom of God?  Have you ever asked that question? 
 
What about your investment portfolio?  For those of 
you who have investments, how much are they worth 
here on earth?  And what would you say is their value 
in heaven?   
 
What about your time?  They say that time is our most 
valuable resource because it’s one resource that is 
definitely limited.  Let’s say you knew that you had 10 
more years to live on this earth.  How valuable would 
those years be to you?  And then ask yourself, how 
valuable is 10 years in heaven?   

What about political power or influence?  $14 billion 
was spent in the last election to gain this resource?5  It’s 
clearly very valuable to many people.  But what is 
political power or influence worth in the Kingdom of 
God?  The same as it is here on earth?  Less?  More?   
 
I could go on.  Health.  Knowledge.  Titles and 
accolades.  Reputation and status.  Compare the value of 
these resources here on earth to their value in heaven 
and perhaps you begin to see that it’s not so much about 
the resource as it is about the perspective.  I’m not 
suggesting that these are worthless resources.  They’re 
not.  None of them.  And I’m certainly not suggesting 
that we should treat them carelessly.  There is plenty of 
teaching in scripture about how we are to be good 
stewards of all the resources, material and otherwise, 
that God puts into our hands in this life.  What I am 
suggesting is that we will see these resources 
differently, and thus relate to them differently, 
depending on whether we see them from the 
perspective of this world, or from the perspective of 
heaven. 
 
I love avocados.  Anybody else here love avocados?  But 
what’s the one problem with avocados?  The price!  
They can be crazy expensive!  Sometimes you have to 
pay $3 for just one!  We’ve had disagreements in my 
family about the proper use of this valuable fruit.  I like 
to put avocados in smoothies, but a certain unnamed 
member of my family (not my wife) gets upset with me, 
claiming that it’s a waste.  Such a precious resource 
should be appreciated, and can you really appreciate an 
avocado when it’s blended up in a smoothie?  It’s 
debatable in my family. 
 
I was in rural Kenya last spring and visited a local 
market.  I was stunned.  I have never seen so many 
avocados in my life.  Big, organic, locally-grown 
avocados in incredible abundance.  And they cost about 
10 cents each.  Same resource as we have here, but a 
whole different perspective.  What’s the difference?  
Simply abundance.  It’s a supply and demand thing. 
 
I have no doubt that this story of Mary anointing Jesus, 
because it also includes Judas’ reaction, is another 
invitation to each of us to find ourselves in the story.  
Mary thinks this is a good use of this resource.  Judas 
does not.  Jesus agrees with Mary.  But what about 
you?  Where do you come down?  And not just with the 
perfume, but with all the other resources God has 
placed into our hands.  It’s a matter of perspective, and I 
believe there are only two perspectives among us.  
Some people, who see things from the perspective of 
this world, live from a perspective of scarcity.  Other 

                                                           
5 https://www.refinery29.com/en-us/2020/11/10159327/how-much-

money-elections-expensive-2020  

https://www.refinery29.com/en-us/2020/11/10159327/how-much-money-elections-expensive-2020
https://www.refinery29.com/en-us/2020/11/10159327/how-much-money-elections-expensive-2020
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people, who see things from the perspective of heaven, 
are learning to live from a perspective of abundance.  It 
does change the way you live.  If avocados are abundant 
and ten cents a piece, it changes the way you treat them.  
Nobody gives you a hard time about splurging on them 
in smoothies!     
 
The 20th century French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, 
in his book The Critique of Dialectical Reason, observed 
that scarcity is the overriding rule of life in our time.  
It’s the fundamental issue of human existence when, as 
he put it, it is examined from a purely physical realm.6  
In other words, the resources on this planet are limited, 
and we know it.  There is simply not a never-ending 
supply of water, oil, food, money – this list goes on.  
That means that some people, many people, will not 
have enough. 
 
Clearly Judas lived from this perspective.  He believed 
that there was only so much money to go around.  That 
was the core motivation behind his rebuke of Mary.  It’s 
why he became a thief, stealing from the common purse.  
It’s why anybody becomes a thief.  Why would you steal 
if you believed you had enough?  It’s why in the end he 
decided to sell Jesus out for a mere thirty pieces of 
silver.  He did not believe that there was enough to go 
around and so he compromised his integrity, and in the 
end his life, in an effort to make sure he did not go 
without.   
 
But we should be careful not to judge Judas too quickly.  
For one, he probably said that day what others were 
thinking but too afraid to say.  Who in that room 
thought that what Mary was doing was a good idea?  
Furthermore, I confess to you that too often I share his 
perspective.  For example, I’m 56 years old.  I know 
that seems young to some of you.  Either way, I’m 
acutely aware that I’m over the hill.  Since I don’t think 
I’m going to be around when I’m 112, that means I’m in 
the last half of my life on this earth.  As it’s been said, 
life is like a roll of toilet paper. The closer you get to 
the end, the faster it goes.  I can easily find myself 
discouraged by that thought.  There is so much left to 
do, so much left undone.  Death can become a source of 
worry, even dread.  Even when I was younger I spent 
so many days rushing from activity to activity, always 
feeling like there just wasn’t enough time.  And I know 
I’m not alone.  Most of you have also felt the same way.  
Who here goes around saying, “You know, I have more 
time than I know what to do with?”  I’ve never heard 
any of you say that.  When it comes to time, we all are 
in danger of living from the perspective of scarcity.   

                                                           
6 Cited by Gisle Sorli, “Moving from Scarcity to Abundance in a Biblical 

Manner”, Institute for Faith, Works and Economics, May 6, 2016.  Read the 
article at https://tifwe.org/moving-from-scarcity-to-abundance/  

 

But think carefully with me.  That’s a worldly 
perspective.  If I have trusted Christ and found myself 
welcomed into God’s family as his beloved Son, how 
much time do I have left?  Forever!  Eternity!  
Remember what Peter wrote about the resource of time 
from God’s perspective: “But do not ignore this one 
fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is like a 
thousand years, and a thousand years are like one 
day.”7  If we are in Christ, than a thousand years are 
like a day! 
 
The American evangelist D.L. Moody once famously 
wrote: 
 

Some day you will read in the papers that D.L. 
Moody of East Northfield, is dead.  Don’t you 
believe a word of it!  At that moment I shall be 
more alive than I am now; I shall have gone up 
higher, that is all, out of this old clay tenement into 
a house that is immortal – a body that death cannot 
touch, that sin cannot taint; a body fashioned like 
unto His glorious body.  I was born of the flesh in 
1837. I was born of the Spirit in 1856. That which 
is born of the flesh may die, that which is born of 
the Spirit will live forever. 

 
Let me put it bluntly.  When any of us lives with the 
perspective that we do not have enough time, in our 
day, or in our life, than we live from a perspective of 
scarcity, and that must not be the perspective of one 
who is in Christ. 
 
What about material wealth?  So many people I know 
worry that they will not have enough to last them 
through their life.  Oddly, many of these same people, 
when compared to the rest of the world, are among the 
most wealthy people on the planet.  All of us in this 
room, in fact, are among the most wealthy people in 
history.  And yet how often do we worry about the 
stock market, inflation, housing prices, our retirement 
investments?   
 
You know, I never once worried as a child that I would 
have enough food to eat each day.  Some people do, I 
know.  Some of you might.  I never did.  Why?  Because 
I knew that my parents had enough food.  The fridge 
was always full and the cupboards were always stocked.  
Plus, I knew that they loved me and were always ready 
to share with me what they had.   
 
Are we children of our Father in Heaven or not?  Psalm 
24:1 says this about our Father: “The earth is the 
Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and those who 
live in it.”  It also says this in Philippians 4:19: “God 

                                                           
7 2nd Peter 3:8 

https://tifwe.org/moving-from-scarcity-to-abundance/
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will fully satisfy every need of yours according to 
his riches in glory in Christ Jesus.”  Even when we 
do lack material things in this comparatively blink-of-
an-eye life, are we not promised an eternity with God in 
his Kingdom where we will forever lack no good thing?   
 
Examine your life and be honest about how often you 
live from a perspective of scarcity, not only with time 
and treasure, but influence, and health, and opportunity.  
Even grace!  So many people, people who should know 
better because they have heard the truth, imagine that 
the things they have done in their life have disqualified 
them from receiving God’s favor.  As if God’s grace was 
in limited supply!  How often we live from the 
perspective of scarcity.   
 
Remember the story when Jesus and his disciples were 
out in the sticks one day and a crowd of thousands 
followed them to hear Jesus teach.  All day they 
listened.  When it got to be suppertime Jesus 
recognized that the crowds of thousands were hungry 
and, out of compassion, directed his disciples to feed the 
crowds.  Do you remember their reply?  “We have 
nothing here but five loaves and two fish.”8  The 
perspective of scarcity.  There’s not enough to go 
around.  But you know the story.  Jesus tells them to 
start feeding the crowds anyway.  And by the time they 
are done they gather twelve baskets full of leftovers.  If 
the disciples had only responded from the perspective of 
heaven, the mindset of abundance, their response to 
Jesus’ command might have instead been, “Well, Lord, 
we only can see five loaves and two fish, but we know 
that somewhere you have enough food stashed to feed 
this crowd many times over.  We can’t wait to see how 
you’ll do it.” 
 
There is a perverted version of the gospel that has been 
prominent in our own country and has now become 
increasingly and dangerously prominent in places like 
Africa and Latin America.  You may know it as the 
‘prosperity gospel’.  It’s the dangerous and damaging 
idea that promises material wealth and physical health 
to those who trust in God. It implies, often even insists, 
that a lack of wealth and health is tied to a lack of faith.9  
Most of us recognize the error of this teaching.  But is 
another error that many of us do make, an equal and 
opposite error, and it’s what might be called the 
‘scarcity gospel.’  It leaves us expecting very little from 
God, either because we think he doesn’t know our 
needs, or he doesn’t care about our needs, or he doesn’t 
have enough resources or ability to meet our needs. 
 

                                                           
8 Matthew 14:17 
9 Andy Jones, “Beware the Scarcity Gospel”, The Gospel Coalition, December 

31, 2021.  Read the full article at 
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/beware-the-scarcity-gospel/ 

Let me read you a stunningly beautiful passage from 
Deuteronomy 8.  These words were first given to the 
Israelite people after their deliverance from slavery in 
Egypt, and while they were on the way to the promised 
land.  I believe these words are also given to us, and to 
all of God’s people. 
 

For the Lord your God is bringing you into a 
good land, a land with flowing streams, with 
springs and underground waters welling up in 
valleys and hills, a land of wheat and barley, of 
vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of 
olive trees and honey, a land where you may eat 
bread without scarcity, where you will lack 
nothing, a land whose stones are iron and from 
whose hills you may mine copper.10 

 
If you are a child of your Father in Heaven, do you live 
with this mindset of promised abundance?  Do you rest 
in the assurance that in Christ you have enough money, 
enough time, enough health, enough family, enough 
grace?  Is what Christ offers enough?  I heard a story 
this week told by John Bogle, the Vanguard founder 
who died in 2019.  He tells of a party given by a 
billionaire some years ago on Shelter Island.  The 
novelists Kurt Vonnegut and Joseph Heller were both 
in attendance.  At one point Vonnegut turns to his 
friend Heller and points out that their host, a wildly 
successful hedge fund manager, has made more money 
in one day than Heller earned in total from his best-
seller Catch-22.  Heller simply responded, “Yes, but I 
have something he will never have…enough.”11 
 
Isn’t that the mindset you want to have in life?  That’s 
not how Judas saw it.  It’s not how most people see it.  
But it is how Mary saw it.  Her encounter with Jesus in 
this life of scarcity, and the extravagant grace that he 
extended her along the way, made it abundantly clear to 
her that as she sat at his feet there was always more 
than enough.  And so she doesn’t think twice about 
taking the top off that bottle of perfume and draining 
it’s contents on the feet of her Lord in one of the most 
beautiful acts of adoration and worship ever recorded.   
 
Musician John Mark McMillian wrote a song called 
“Breaking Down” that was inspired by Mary’s beautiful 
act of worship.  It’s a powerful song.  Look it up and 
listen to it today.  The first lyric is, “I’m making plans 
to waste my life on you.”  Later he sings, “I’m Mary 
Magdalene and tonight is a bottle of perfume.”12  I’m 
pouring out my whole life for your sake.  Jesus put it 
this way: “Those who try to make their life secure 
will lose it, but those who lose their life will keep 

                                                           
10 Deuteronomy 8:7-9 
11 Source unknown. 
12 Listen at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rQ-ztAa6_OU  

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/beware-the-scarcity-gospel/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rQ-ztAa6_OU
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it.”13  If you give away your whole life for Jesus’ sake, 
will you have wasted your life?  Have you really lost 
anything if in giving yourself away to him you, in turn, 
belong to him and he is willing then to share all that he 
has with you forever?   
 
John tells us here in verse 3 that after Mary anointed 
Jesus’ feet, the entire house was filled with the fragrance 
of the perfume.  Why would he record such a very 
specific detail?  What’s the point?  Well, they do say 
that of all the senses the sense of smell is the strongest 
and quickest memory inducer.  There are certain smells 
which I’m sure bring you back immediately to an earlier 
memory.  I wonder if from that day forward every time 
John smelled that sort of perfume he was immediately 
transported to that shocking moment of indulgence 
when Mary seemingly wasted it all on Jesus.  In a way, 
the fragrance filled the house of his life as it stuck with 
him all those years later.   
 
Many before me have taken this detail to mean that the 
“scent” of Mary’s beautiful act of devotion has continued 
to fill the whole house of the church ever since.  This 
lovely deed has become the possession of us all, a 
continuous reminder that we serve a God of abundance 
who is ever-willing to share all that he has with any 
who will receive in faith.14  In Christ there is no 
scarcity, only abundance, so those who are in Christ can 
begin to live with a depth of contentment, joy and peace 
that is not widely known these days.   
 
I will be honest and tell you that I chose this particular 
passage for this particular Sunday so that the scent of it 
might stick with you as you take time this week to 
carefully and prayerfully consider the pledge God is 
calling each of us to make to the ministry of this church 
this coming year.  To be clear, I don’t expect that God 
wants you to go and empty out your bank account and 
sell all your possessions and give it all to Faith 
Presbyterian Church this coming year.  All I’m asking 
is that as you consider what you are called to give, that 
you will do so from the perspective of heaven and not 
from the perspective of earth.  As God’s people, we do 
not live – or give! - out of scarcity, but out of 
abundance.   
 
Of course, this message doesn’t just apply to our church 
pledges.  It doesn’t even just apply to money.  To limit 
the message to that alone would be to trivialize the 
message.  It applies to life.  It’s a reminder that it’s 
never just about the resource, whatever the resource 
and whatever the perceived value.  It’s always about 
perspective.  Mary’s perspective was gained at the feet 

                                                           
13 Luke 17:33 
14 I’m indebted here to FF. Bruce, The Gospel of John (Eerdmans, 1983), 255-

256. 

of Jesus.  We should gain ours at the same place.  
 
Though I don’t believe she could possibly have all this 
in mind that day, we know that those feet she so 
lavishly anointed would soon be pierced with nails on a 
cross, and then buried cold and lifeless in a tomb.  But 
then three days later those same feet would rise and 
walk again.  They still walk.  And in that death and 
resurrection every scarcity of this world was 
transformed, and is being transformed, into abundance.  
We live on the other side of it all, and therefore with no 
excuse.  So may the perfume of joyful, faithful sacrifice 
lived out of abundance emanate from our lives and 
continue to fill the whole house of this world, until the 
day when Jesus returns and makes everything, once and 
for all, abundant again.  Amen. 
 



 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
 
1. Read John 12:1-8.  What stands out to you from 

this story? 
 

2. What do you imagine motivated Mary to do what 
she did that night at the party?   

 
3. $30,000 worth of perfume were all poured out in the 

matter of a few moments on Jesus’ feet.  Was Judas 
right?   Could this resource have been better used in 
service of the poor? 

 
4. Where do you struggle most with a mindset of 

scarcity, a nagging sense that you don’t have 
enough?  Money?  Health?  Time?  Grace?  
Something else? 

 
5. Philippians 4:19 declares, “God will fully satisfy 

every need of yours according to his riches in 
glory in Christ Jesus.”  Do you live daily with a 
sense of confidence in this promise of God?  Why or 
why not?   

 
6. How does the ‘fragrance’ of Mary’s beautiful act of 

worship inspire you today?  What have you sensed 
that Jesus is teaching you here through this story 
and through this message? 

 
7. What is one concrete step you believe you can take 

to being living more from a kingdom perspective of 
abundance rather than a worldly perspective of 
scarcity? 

 
 Table to Table: A question for kids and                              

adults to answer together. 
Read the story about Mary anointing Jesus’s feet.  Why would 

Mary do this?  What it the right thing to do? 


