
The Anointed One
5th Sunday of Lent - Year C - 04/07/2019

Psalm Reading: 126
1st Reading: Phil. 3:4b-14, 2nd: John 12:1-8

So, in our reading from the Gospel of John, Jesus is headed
up to Jerusalem for the Passover. The day before he is to enter 
Jerusalem, he stays with his good friend Lazarus in Bethany. 
The town of Bethany is about two miles from the great city. 
(NIV, John 12:1)  

Jesus’ stay in Bethany is sandwiched between two 
significant incidents in his career. Before the visit is the death 
and miraculous resurrection of Lazarus. After it, comes the 
Palm Sunday story of Jesus entering Jerusalem for the Passover 
where he is proclaimed king.

This friend of Jesus, Lazarus, must be a wealthy man. He 
seems to have a large home. He is taking care of his two sisters,
Martha and Mary. And he can afford to host large dinners as he
does in this case “in honor of Jesus.” (v.2) 

At this point in his career, Jesus has been preaching in 
Galilee and has become known as a wise man of God. He has a 
commanding presence. He has expelled demons. He has fed 
thousands. He has calmed seas and walked on water. He has 
healed the sick and out-argued the Pharisees. There is talk 
abounding that he might just be the Messiah, the long expected
savior of Israel!

At the dinner celebration are the disciples. They are twelve
in number and so there are many to be accommodated. The 
diligent Martha is the host. To imagine the scene we need to 
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know a little about how such dinners were done back in that 
day. First, we are told that they all reclined at the table. This 
was not as common a way of eating among the ancients as we 
are often led to believe. It was generally only done by the upper
class and then usually at dinner parties. When the guests 
“reclined” at the table, they were not leaning back in chairs the 
way we sometimes do at meal time. Instead, they laid on wide 
couches or beds arranged at angles to a round table, often 
three or four to a bed. The couches would be arranged to look 
out onto a courtyard where there would be a garden. The 
diners would prop themselves up on one elbow and take food 
from the table with their free hand and enjoy the view and the 
conversation.1 

Honestly, it seems like an awkward way to eat. But the 
guests present this day are all eating mainly finger food which 
might include cooked lamb or beef. There may have been soup 
and probably fruits and vegetables, nuts, and likely some kind 
of bread. There would be good wine, perhaps mixed with 
water. 

At the scene, there must be general and excited 
conversation going on about Lazarus’ recent resurrection at the
hands of Jesus, about the upcoming celebration of the Passover
in Jerusalem, about the political situation in the city, and maybe
even about Jesus and the message he brings to the people. I 
imagine everyone is lighthearted. There are smiles on nearly 
every face and then Mary, the sister of Lazarus, enters the 
room. (v.3)

1  http://blogs.getty.edu/iris/reclining-and-dining-and-drinking-in-ancient-rome/ 
(accessed April 04, 2019)
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 She has a pint of pure nard, which the Gospel writer 
describes as an expensive perfume. One of the reasons it was 
expensive was that it was processed from a plant that grew in 
the Himalayas in modern day India.2 You can imagine the stuff 
being made and transported a far distance. Nard is said to smell
rather musky and sometimes similar to lavender. Mary is 
carrying a pint of the stuff. This would easily be enough oil to 
cover an entire body.

Why so much? There is some speculation that the reason 
the oil was on hand and the reason there was so much of it was
because it had been originally purchased for Lazarus when he 
had died!3 So, this may have been oil bought for the burial of a 
man who had passed away and who now lived because of his 
faith in Jesus. 

So Mary pours some of the oil on the feet of Jesus and 
wipes his feet with her hair. And John tells us, “...the house was
filled with the fragrance of the perfume...” the way this 
sanctuary will be filled with the smell of flowers on Easter Day. 
You can imagine the feeling of luxuriousness that this adds to 
the scene. It seems all of the senses have been excited: the 
sense of sight with the view of the courtyard, the sense of 
touch with the comfortable couches, the sense of taste with 
the delicious food, the sense of hearing with the laughter and 
conversation, and the sense of smell with the foods and now 
the nard. Everyone is relaxed. Everyone is hopeful. Everyone is 
experiencing a sense of joyous celebration. Well, everyone but 
one person... 

2  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spikenard (accessed April 04, 2019)
3  NIB, Vol 9, 701.
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It is at this moment that Judas shifts the entire mood, the 
entire direction of the story. (v.4) Yes, this is the Judas who 
would betray Christ at the Garden of Gethsemane for thirty 
pieces of silver. The Judas who would hang himself in Potters 
field in remorse for what he had done. Judas Iscariot speaks, 
perhaps raising his voice just above the brief silence brought on
by the anointing. He asks no one in particular, but perhaps 
directing his criticism toward Mary, “Why wasn’t this perfume 
sold and the money given to the poor? It was worth a year’s 
wages.” (v.5)

John, the author of the Gospel, in narration, questions the 
motivations of Judas in this case. He tells us that “Judas did not 
care about the poor...” Judas simply speaks up “because he was
a thief.” (v.6) But you know, this is an obvious question. One we
might ourselves ask. Shouldn’t we make those in need our 
highest priority? Well, let us see what Jesus has to say in 
response to this question…He says, “Leave her alone...It was 
intended that she should save this perfume for the day of my 
burial. You will always have the poor among you, but you will 
not always have me.” (v.7-8)

I think we can read this in context with a famous line from 
Ecclesiastes (3:1). It is written there that “there is a time for 
everything, and a season for every activity under heaven.” 
What Jesus is saying here is that his time on earth is now. The 
time for concern for the poor is always. 

Let us explore what is happening with this valuable 
perfumed oil called nard. First, it has very significant and 
necessary uses that are both symbolic and practical in the 
moment. Jesus is to die on the cross. Perfumed oil was used to 
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ward off the odor of decay after death in ancient times. It also 
performed the function of giving comfort to family and friends 
because this was considered a necessary ritual. This anointing 
serves as a foreshadowing of the death of Jesus. 

Remember when we started looking into this passage I 
said that this was sandwiched between the death and 
resurrection of Lazarus AND the entry of Christ into Jerusalem 
where the people call him King! Could this oil also serve as the 
anointing of Christ as King? An admittedly immediate and 
timely need.

As you may know, “Messiah” or “Christ” means “anointed 
one”. Jesus is called Christ or Messiah hundreds of times in the 
Bible. He is said by Peter in the Book of Acts (Acts 10:38) to 
have been anointed by the Spirit. Yet he is only anointed with 
oil, by human hands, this one time when he is embarking upon 
the Passion and headed down that final road to the cross. Here 
he is, the “anointed one”, so far un-anointed! We know Jesus is 
fully human and fully divine. It would seem appropriate that he 
be anointed by both the Spirit and by human hands, at one 
moment anointed for death and anointed as king. 

In the second part of his answer Jesus tells Judas that the 
“poor will always be with us.” He is likely quoting Deuteronomy
15:11. (“There will always be poor people in the land. Therefore
I command you to be open-handed toward your brothers and 
toward the poor and needy in your land.”) And the verse does, 
indeed, ask us to be open handed toward the poor and those in
need. I think Jesus is saying here that yes we should always care
for the poor. Jesus cares for the poor even at this moment. 
What he is doing is for all humanity, poor and wealthy alike. 
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Care for the poor goes beyond just physical needs. And, you 
know, the poor in wealth are not necessarily poor in spirit. In 
fact, often, quite the opposite. Aren’t we all needy when it 
comes to the spirit? We need to have the anointed one to 
come to because Jesus enriches our impoverished spiritual 
lives. Consider this, could we also be the poor Jesus is speaking 
of? The poor in spirit?

For we literal beings, unless a king is anointed, we cannot 
recognize the legitimacy of the kingship. Yes, there is that 
expensive oil, this nard, and it could be sold to feed those in 
economic poverty, and at another time and place it would be 
appropriate to do so. But maybe at this time and place it has a 
higher purpose. Maybe in this case it is used for the benefit of 
all humanity, bringing sight to the blind who could not see 
Christ without it. It may be acting as a balm, mending the 
brokenhearted, reassuring those seeking the Messiah. The fact 
is, those searching for grace and love, and wandering in their 
faith and understanding can truly only finding salvation in the 
Christ, the Messiah, the Anointed One!

Please bow your heads and pray with me…
Eternal God, you sent your son to be our Messiah, the 

anointed one. Thank you for the care and love you have for us 
in sending your redeeming son. Lord we know that we are 
saved by your grace, through the faith we have in your son 
Jesus Christ. We know this through your scriptures and for it we
give praise to you alone. Bless us and be with us, this day and 
always.

ἀμἠν
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