
Sunday, April 3, 2022 – “Got Faith?”  
– Bible Study & Reflection on John 12:1-8 
 
Dear Members & Friends:  
 
I invite you to read the following passage from John 12:1-8 (The Message by Eugene Peterson). 

1-3 
Six days before Passover, Jesus entered Bethany where Lazarus, so recently raised from the dead, was living. 

Lazarus and his sisters invited Jesus to dinner at their home. Martha served. Lazarus was one of those sitting at 

the table with them. Mary came in with a jar of very expensive aromatic oils, anointed and massaged Jesus’ feet, 

and then wiped them with her hair. The fragrance of the oils filled the house. 

4-6 
Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples, even then getting ready to betray him, said, “Why wasn’t this oil sold and 

the money given to the poor? It would have easily brought three hundred silver pieces.” He said this not 

because he cared two cents about the poor but because he was a thief. He was in charge of their common 

funds, but also embezzled them. 

7-8 
Jesus said, “Let her alone. She’s anticipating and honoring the day of my burial. You always have the poor 

with you. You don’t always have me.” 

In one sense, it’s easy to think of John’s Gospel as a book of polarities, opposites, of clear lines, 
and definite distinctions.  There’s good reason to believe that the Fourth Gospel was written 
during a time of persecution and intramural conflict in the early Jesus movement.  In times of 
conflict, when those first followers of the Way of Jesus were fighting for their very lives, it was 
important for them to be clear about who’s in and who’s out: Light/dark; Jew/Gentile; 
Believer/nonbeliever; World/community; Saved/condemned. 

In John’s Gospel, it’s easy to think of belief as an either/or affair.  Recall those portions of John 
that contrast light and dark, above and below (see John 3:20-21; 8:23).  Yet this polarized, 
bifurcated quality of John’s Gospel makes it even more interesting that this vivid, highly 
symbolic Gospel is filled with personalities that do not easily fit into the neat, contrasting 
categories.  Nicodemus, the woman at the well, Lazarus, Mary and Martha, and Judas (in this 
Sunday’s Gospel Reading) are complex, complicated figures.  And in that way, maybe they are a 
lot like us. 

We’ve got three very different personalities clustered around Jesus in this Sunday’s Gospel.  
Mary is loved by Jesus and believes in him from the first.  Mary witnessed Jesus raising her 
brother, Lazarus, from the dead.  In this Sunday’s narrative, Mary pours expensive ointment 
upon Jesus as an extravagant expression of her love for and faith in Jesus.  As is typical of any of 
the Gospels, we know nothing about what Mary is thinking or feeling in her interactions with 
Jesus.  All we are given is a front row seat in observing her actions. 

In chapter 11, John introduces Mary this way: “This was the Mary who anointed the Lord with 
fragrant oil and wiped his feet with her hair” (verse 2).  Mary’s anointing (John 12:3) is 
presented by John as a sign of Jesus’ kingship and as a public announcement of Jesus’ lordship.  
Kings and priests were anointed (see Exodus 40:15; 1 Samuel 16:12).  The sick were also 
anointed because the oil was thought to have both medical and sacred effects (see Mark 6:13; 
James 5:14).  The dead were anointed for burial as a ritual sign of cleansing (e.g., Mark 16:1).  
These many moments of anointing with oil suggest that what Mary did could have many 
interpretations: royalty; lordship; healing and soothing; death; cleansing; preparation; honor; 
love. 
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John 12:7 suggests a connection with Mary’s anointing and Jesus’ forthcoming burial.  She is 
preparing Jesus’ body for entombment, which will occur in a week.  Jesus has spoken of his  
climactic “hour” in John 2:4 and John 7:6, 30.  That hour is coming swiftly, and Mary’s actions 
prepare us for that hour in which Jesus will be “glorified” (John 12:23) by being lifted up on a 
cross.  Jesus’ brutal death will also at the same time be his grand exaltation. 

Mary’s anointing anticipates an event in which Jesus will teach his disciples about the nature of 
discipleship.  Mary wipes Jesus’ feet with her hair just as Jesus will wipe his disciples’ feet with a 
towel tied around his body (John 13:5).  See?  Mary has led the way with her anointing of Jesus, 
even before Jesus has taught her about the way of discipleship. 

Discipleship of a different sort is also exemplified by Mary’s sister, Martha.  Martha is 
introduced as the one who is busy serving Jesus dinner (John 12:2).  In John’s Gospel, Martha’s 
actions can be interpreted, like Mary’s, in the light of Jesus’ teachings.  In John 12:2, Jesus 
speaks of “service” or “ministry” (the Greek word, diakoneo).  Later in John 12, Jesus says that 
his Father will honor, “Whoever serves me” (John 12:26).  Like Mary, Martha is performing the 
actions expected of disciples, but in a different way than her sister. 

The sisters serve as a dramatic contrast with the forthcoming actions of the third character in 
this Sunday’s Gospel, Judas, the “devil.”  Though one of the twelve, Judas would betray Jesus 
(John 6:70-71).  How can Judas be considered the “devil,” if Jesus predicts his betrayal?  It’s like 
Judas has about as much of a chance at redemption as a snowball in hell.  John 12:4 is the first 
time we’ve heard of Judas, the betrayer.  John tells us that Judas’ concern for the poor is merely 
a ruse to cover his own greed.  Why is Judas in this story? 

Perhaps Judas is there for us because, like Judas, we sign on with Jesus when times are good 
and when believing is easy.  But then the going gets rough, the world gets organized against 
Jesus and his Way, and we realize there can be a high cost for discipleship, and . . . well, let’s 
just say that in one way or another we betray Jesus.  We fail to live up to our commitments.  
We didn’t know that following Jesus would be so costly.  We cut and run like all of the disciples 
on the night of betrayal. 

Getting back to Mary, she responds to Jesus with a sensuous, extravagant act of love and honor 
for Jesus’ soon-to-be crucified body.  Again, we are not told what she may believe, nor her 
consciousness.  For Mary, “faith” is not so much a conscious, intellectual assent but rather an 
act of love, devotion, and honor.  Martha prepares a meal for Jesus as an example of faithful 
service to Jesus Christ.  Judas, the one trusted with the disciples’ money, betrays Jesus.  All 
three are disciples.  All three are sitting down to dinner with Jesus.  What does that tell us 
about Jesus?  What does this tell us about contemporary faith and discipleship? 

Maybe it tells us that “faith” is not a matter of getting our ideas right about Jesus or thinking 
the right things about Jesus; it’s simply to be with Jesus.  In the light of this Sunday’s Gospel — 
the story of Mary, Martha, Judas and Jesus, the most important actor is Jesus.  Jesus has chosen 
to spend his last hours of earthly life with his friends, some of whom know how to love him and 
one who does not.  “Faith” is being with Jesus as we are rather than as we are supposed to be, 
to go ahead and love Jesus, sing songs to him, praise him, or to go forth from wherever we find 
ourselves and work with Jesus and for him – to serve him. 
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And maybe by depicting Judas there that evening, John wants us to take heart.  We are meant 
to be faithful, obedient followers of Jesus, but we didn’t know it would cost us so much.  We 
intended to be strong and committed to Christ’s Way, but we have strayed.  We are to take 
heart.  We are to go ahead and join Jesus at his table.  We are to hold out our empty hands 
expecting to be giving something we can’t give ourselves – forgiveness.  We are loved by Jesus 
even when we don’t always know how to love Jesus.  Each one of us is loved by the One who 
came not to be served but to serve.  Each one of us is invited to have dinner with Jesus. 

Come, join Jesus at his table.  Come as you are.  Mary, Martha, Judas and you, all of whom are 
loved by Jesus.  Just for this coming Sunday, as the cross looms before us, let’s define “faith” as 
the recognition that Jesus wants us just as we are – Mary, Martha, Judas and you – at his table.  
Got faith?  When each of us is willing to come to Jesus’ as we are, that’s having faith in Jesus.  

Let’s pray: 

Just as I am, without one plea                                                                          
But that thy blood was shed for me,                                                                        
And that thou bidd’st me come to thee,                                                           
O Lamb of God, I come, I come! 

Just as I am, thou wilt receive,                                                                            
Wilt welcome, pardon, cleanse, relieve;                                                       
Because thy promise I believe,                                                                            
O Lamb of God, I come, I come!  Amen.  

Grace & Peace, 

Pastor Greg Rupright 


