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INTRODUCTION 

Text 

John 12:1–11: "Six days before the Passover, Jesus therefore came to Bethany, where Lazarus was, 
whom Jesus had raised from the dead. So they gave a dinner for him there. Martha served, and Lazarus 
was one of those reclining with him at table. Mary therefore took a pound of expensive ointment made 
from pure nard, and anointed the feet of Jesus and wiped his feet with her hair. The house was filled with 
the fragrance of the perfume. But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (he who was about to betray him), 
said, “Why was this ointment not sold for three hundred denarii and given to the poor?” He said this, not 
because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief, and having charge of the moneybag he used 
to help himself to what was put into it. Jesus said, “Leave her alone, so that she may keep it for the day of 
my burial. For the poor you always have with you, but you do not always have me.” When the large 
crowd of the Jews learned that Jesus was there, they came, not only on account of him but also to see 
Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead. So the chief priests made plans to put Lazarus to death as 
well, because on account of him many of the Jews were going away and believing in Jesus." 

Your Heart and Your Treasure 

One of the most famous lines from Jesus’ sermon on the mount is this: “Where your treasure is, 
there your heart will be also” (Matt. 6:21).  In other words, your heart is united to your treasure.  
Whatever you treasure, your heart follows because your deepest loves are revealed by your 
treasure.  So we must be careful what we treasure because if it is impure, it will lead us far from 
Jesus.  The story we come to now in our study of John is a real life illustration of that principle. 

The story in John 12:1–11 centers on two people: Mary and Judas.  Mary and Judas’ hearts were 
in different places because what they treasured was very much different. 

Mary treasured Christ.  She counted Jesus so worthy of her worship that she gave an unmatched 
sacrifice.  But, for her, the cost of her sacrifice was small compared to the worth of Jesus she felt 
in her heart. 

On the other hand, Judas treasured money.  He counted money so worthy of his worship that he 
executed an unmatched betrayal.  For him, the cost of his betrayal was small compared to the 
worth of money he felt in his heart.  The story is both a warning to us of what happens when we 
treasure wrong things as well as an encouragement to us to treasure Christ.  The contrast between 
Mary and Judas in our passage teaches us to treasure Christ because what we worship will either 
bring us holiness or to hell. 
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I. MARTHA’S SERVICE 

The story opens “six days before the Passover” (v. 1).  Six days before the Passover would be 
Saturday—the Sabbath day.  So, in chapter 12, we’re now in the final week of Jesus’ life—the 
Saturday before he was crucified. 

Now recall that, in chapter 11, Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead.  Some of the witnesses of the 
resurrection went and told the Pharisees and they conspired with the chief priests to put Jesus to 
death.  This was a decisive moment in their hatred of Jesus. Though they had threatened his life 
before, now they were bent on finally putting his life to an end. 

Jesus learned about their plot and retreated with his disciples to a village on the edge of the 
wilderness north of Jerusalem called Ephraim (11:54).  It was about 12 miles away. Far enough 
to be safe, but close enough to make his final return to Jerusalem for the Passover in the days 
ahead. 

As Passover came near, on this Sabbath day, Jesus once again returned to Bethany.  Bethany was 
located only two miles to the east of Jerusalem—just down the hill from the temple, across the 
Kidron Valley, up the Mount of Olives, and around the backside.  Bethany was along the route a 
pilgrim would take on the way to Jerusalem from Galilee. 

As we learned in chapter 11, this was also the home of Lazarus, Martha, and Mary.  Not many 
days before, Jesus had performed his most astonishing miracle there—the raising of Lazarus 
from the dead.  But now Lazarus was alive and doing well.  Perhaps they even anticipated that 
Jesus would come back to Bethany on his way to Jerusalem for the Passover.  John writes that 
“six days before the Passover, Jesus therefore came to Bethany”—almost as if it was necessary.  
In view of God’s providence it was necessary.  What occurred that evening in Bethany was 
essential in God’s plan for Jesus’ journey to the cross, as we will see.   

When Jesus arrived, “They gave a dinner for him” (v. 2).  Dinner was the main meal of the day 
and this was no doubt a thank you dinner for resurrecting Lazarus when Jesus was there before.  
John doesn’t tell us who put on the dinner party (he just says, “they gave a dinner”), but in 
Matthew and Mark’s accounts, we’re told that the dinner was held at Simon the leper’s home.  
Simon is nowhere else mentioned in Scripture. But lepers were outcasts in society because of 
their disease.  So the fact that they held the dinner at Simon the leper’s home suggests that Jesus 
healed Simon on an earlier occasion and had some relationship with Jesus. 

The dinner was arranged as a banquet.  Verse two says that “Lazarus was one of those reclining 
with him at table.”  When a banquet was held, the food was served on a low table that you didn’t 
sit at but lay next to propped up on your side with one arm and eating with your other hand.  
Your feet would be extended out away from the table.  Quite a number of people attended this 
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dinner banquet: Simon the leper, the 12 disciples, Lazarus, Martha and Mary, and perhaps even 
others hinted at in Mark’s account. 

Martha was doing what she was good at: “Martha served” (cf. Lk. 10:40).  But, here, she wasn’t 
serving out of busyness, but out of affection for Jesus.  She was happy to see him. Her service 
was borne out of love for him and gratitude for what he had done.  She was doing as Paul 
exhorted the Romans: presenting her body as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, 
which was her spiritual worship (Rom. 12:1).  Her service at this dinner banquet was her way of 
honoring the Lord. 

II. MARY’S SACRIFICE 

Mary, of course, was also there.  In Luke 10, at another meal with Jesus, she sat at Jesus’ feet 
listening to his teaching.  In chapter 11, when she met Jesus after Lazarus’ death, she fell at the 
feet of Jesus.  Once again, we find her at the feet of Jesus. 

Verse 3: "Mary therefore took a pound of expensive ointment made from pure nard, and anointed 
the feet of Jesus and wiped his feet with her hair.”  

“Pure nard” doesn’t sound like something you’d want to smell, but it was high-quality perfume 
in that day.  Nard is the oil that comes from the nard plant, which is a flowering plant that grows 
up to 3 feet tall in the high altitudes of India and grows pink, bell-shaped flowers.  The oil was 
extracted from the root and was used as perfume around the known world, including among the 
kings of Egypt.  The kind that Mary had was of an extremely high quality. It was pure nard.  
Matthew and Mark tell us that the oil was in an alabaster flask.  Alabaster is a fine marble 
quarried in Egypt.  So this was expensive perfume.  It was rare, it was imported, it was contained 
in an expensive flask, and she had a full pound of it.  Judas in verse 5 valued the ointment at 
“three hundred denarii.”  

A denarius was one day’s wage for a common worker (Matt. 20:2).  So, allowing for Sabbath 
days, 300 denarii was about a full year’s salary.  Either Mary was wealthy or, more likely, this 
was a family heirloom, perhaps an inheritance.  Despite its cost, Mark tells us that Mary broke 
the alabaster flask to open it—probably so that she could easily pour out all its contents. 

John says that she anointed Jesus’ feet.  Matthew and Mark tell us that she also anointed his 
head.  She poured out all the contents of this expensive oil and anointed Jesus’ body with 
fragrant perfume.  Anointings were usually done to honor guests at a festival.  Jesus, of course, 
was the guest of honor at this dinner, so it would have been natural to anoint him.  But this was 
unexpected.  Mary’s anointing of Jesus was far beyond what anyone had ever seen.  She poured 
out so much oil on him that she wiped the excess with her own hair.  

This extravagant anointing came from her deep devotion for him.  Mary loved Jesus. She adored 
him and wanted to honor him in the greatest way.  She was willing to pour out her savings on 
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Jesus because she counted him to be worthy of all that she had.  Her anointing of him was 
worship. She treasured Jesus above all things.  The value of the oil was as nothing compared to 
how she valued Jesus. 

Though Mary anointed Jesus’ head and his feet, John focuses only on her anointing of his feet.  
Only the lowest servants washed the feet of guests.   In her devotion to Christ, she took on the 
lowest position.  She came to him as nothing with no pretense and no desire to be made much of.  
She came in humility to anoint Jesus with extravagant worship. 

Oil not only was used to anoint guests of feasts, but also for the burial of the dead.  Remember, 
the Jews didn’t embalm their dead so their dead were wrapped in loose cloth with spices and oil 
in the folds to mask some of the smell.  As much as she loved her brother Lazarus, she did not 
anoint his dead body with the oil.  But now that Jesus was back in Bethany after resurrecting 
Lazarus, she chose to give the best she had for her Lord.  Everyone at the dinner knew what she 
had done. There was no mistaking it.  John describes the scene at the end of verse 3: “The house 
was filled with the fragrance of the perfume." 

Perhaps John even saw the filling of the house with perfume as symbolic of what Jesus said 
about her in Mark 14:9: "Truly, I say to you, wherever the gospel is proclaimed in the whole 
world, what she has done will be told in memory of her.”"  Here we are, still talking about her 
beautiful adoration—what she did has spread like the fragrance of perfume around the whole 
world for centuries. 

III. JUDAS’ SANCTIMONY 

But Judas Iscariot saw what she did and did not see it as beautiful. He was enraged. 

Verses 4–5: "But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (he who was about to betray him), said, 
“Why was this ointment not sold for three hundred denarii and given to the poor?”" 

As Mary poured out her worship on Jesus, Judas angrily calculated the cost.  On the face of it, he 
seemed to have a point.  The oil that she poured out on Jesus could been sold for a year’s wages 
and the money given to help the poor.  The money raised from selling the perfume could have 
funded a lot of ministry.  But his words of concern about the poor concealed hypocrisy.  His 
heart wasn’t right, so his lips sinned too. 

At the time, even the disciples were unaware what kind of man Judas was. But looking back, 
John could tell us more than what he knew at the time.  He comments in verse 6, "[Judas] said 
this, not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief, and having charge of the 
moneybag he used to help himself to what was put into it."   Judas was the treasurer of the 
money the disciples kept in common for their living expenses and their ministry.  But Judas 
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wasn’t trustworthy. He stole from the money bag for his own purposes without the disciples 
knowing. 

However, Jesus always knew the true character of Judas.  In 6:64, John writes, “Jesus knew from 
the beginning who those were who did not believe, and who it was who would betray him.” Isn’t 
it interesting that Jesus knew Judas would betray him, knew that Judas didn’t believe in him, and 
that Judas was a thief, and yet he let Judas have the moneybag?  Why didn’t Jesus entrust the 
moneybag to Nathaniel—“an Israelite indeed, in whom there is no deceit” (1:47)?  Or how about 
John, “the disciple whom Jesus loved” (Jn 21:20)?  Or, even Matthew, the former tax collector? 
Any of the disciples would have been better! Yet Jesus put the man he called “a devil” (6:70) in 
charge of the money.1  Why would he do this?  He had donors giving to his ministry (Luke 8:3) 
and he let the moneybag be pilfered.  

Jon Bloom, the co-founder of Desiring God, makes this observation:  

“I believe Jesus was putting his money where his mouth was.  Jesus had said, “Do not lay 
up for yourselves treasures on earth, where . . . thieves break in and steal.” In letting 
Judas carry the moneybag, Jesus showed us by example what he meant. “Jesus said, 
“where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” In Judas, Jesus showed us the 
heart-hardening, heart-blinding, heartbreaking end of treasuring the wrong thing. “And 
Jesus had said, “No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the 
other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and 
money.” In Judas, Jesus showed us an alarming example of what loving money and 
hating God can look like.”2 

In short, by letting Judas have the moneybag, Jesus showed us not to put our trust in money.  
That was Judas’ downfall. He loved money more than Jesus.  In fact, he even betrayed Jesus for 
money.  He went to the chief priests and they came up with a plan for Judas to deliver Jesus. 
And, for this, they gave Judas a stack of coins. 

Do you know when Judas met with the chief priests according to Matthew and Mark?  Right 
after he saw Mary pour out the expensive oil on Jesus.  He saw Mary’s extravagant devotion and 
he went and made plans to betray Jesus for thirty pieces of silver, which was the price that was 
paid for a slave.  To Judas, Jesus wasn’t worth the price of the perfume. To Judas, Jesus was only 
worth the price of a slave. 

In John’s Gospel, Judas appears in four scenes.  In every scene, after John mentions his name, he 
always adds a disclaimer like he added in verse 4, “Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (he who 
was about to betray him).”  The shock and force of Judas’ betrayal colored everything the 
                                                      

1 Some insights collected from Jon Bloom 
2 https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/why-was-judas-carrying-the-moneybag 
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disciples knew about him such that they couldn’t even speak of him without remembering that he 
betrayed Jesus.   

Note this: How you leave is how you are remembered. Judas is remembered forever as the one 
who betrayed Jesus.  Betrayal follows a pattern.  First, his heart grew apart from Jesus. His 
affections for him cooled and he began to separate from Jesus in his heart.  It was unnoticeable to 
even those who traveled with him. But he did not love Jesus, and he began to be suspicious and 
critical of Jesus. 

The reason his heart drew apart from Jesus was because of Judas’ secret sin within.  He was 
greedy. He idolized money. His God was riches. And his love of money drew him apart from 
Jesus.  But he kept up a hypocritical piety.  He feigned righteousness. He insisted that he was 
right all along. The problem, according to Judas, was Jesus.   

This is the path of betrayal.  A breach in the relationship because of the betrayer’s own sin 
followed by a drawing away in the heart. Then comes the betrayal with the betrayer justifying 
himself with hypocritical righteousness.  When you worship Jesus before one of these people 
who in their heart hate Jesus, they will find a way to criticize you.  Judas hated Mary because she 
loved Jesus. 

IV. JESUS’ SPEECH 

But even if they criticize you for worshiping Jesus, know that Jesus himself will come to your 
aid. 

Verses 7–8: "Jesus said, “Leave her alone, so that she may keep it for the day of my burial. For 
the poor you always have with you, but you do not always have me.”" 

Leave her alone, Judas!  This is a strong rebuke.  Jesus knew all about Judas.  He knew Judas 
would immediately go and sell his soul. But to Judas, he said, you leave her alone. 

In Mark, we learn Jesus also told Judas, “She has done a beautiful thing to me” (14:6).  Her 
devotion was beautiful to Jesus. Her extravagance was appropriate.  In fact, what she did was 
better than she even knew.  She anointed Jesus in order to honor him.  But in light of his coming 
death, she had symbolically prepared his body for burial, even though she didn’t know it. 

What a thrill to know that your worship of Jesus—in singing, in serving, in giving—can be better 
than you even know.  Your worship can be as of perfume that fills the whole house with 
fragrance—the effect of it can spread far and wide, beyond your imagination. 

Mary had the right priority.  Rather than selling the perfume, she had kept it for this God-
appointed purpose.  Jesus certainly wasn’t discouraging helping the poor.  But even 
Deuteronomy 15:11 says, “There will never cease to be poor in the land.” 
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The issue was the priority of worship.  There was little time left for face-to-face worship. Jesus 
would die soon.  So what she did was right. She did not sin at all in offering her gift to Jesus, 
though it was very costly. 

V. THE PRIESTS’ SINISTERNESS 

By now, word had spread that Jesus was in Bethany. 

Verse 9: "When the large crowd of the Jews learned that Jesus was there, they came, not only on 
account of him but also to see Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead." 

Who were these people and what did they want?  Did they come because they believed or did 
they come for the spectacle—to see a miracle worker and a dead man alive again?  In this book, 
John has frequently presented the crowds as fickle, sensation-seeking Jews—people who were 
attracted to the signs and wonders but not to Jesus himself.  So it is difficult to say what the large 
crowd was really there for. Probably they came for different reasons. 

But all this attention further enraged the chief priests.  They had already committed themselves 
to killing Jesus, but verses 10 and 11 tell us they committed themselves to killing Lazarus too: 
"So the chief priests made plans to put Lazarus to death as well, because on account of him many 
of the Jews were going away and believing in Jesus." 

Before, Caiaphas said that it was better for one man to die on behalf of the people than the whole 
nation perish (11:50).  Now, apparently, they changed their mind and it was better for two people 
to die.  Remember that the chief priests were mainly Sadducees.  Sadducees were the theological 
liberals of the day. They denied the resurrection.  The fact that a dead man had been resurrected 
and was walking around 2 miles outside Jerusalem was a contradiction to their doctrine.  So what 
better way to prevent the spread of the belief in resurrection than to destroy the evidence?! 

For them, Lazarus had to die because people were hearing of the astonishing sign that Jesus did 
and “many of the Jews were going away”—that probably means, turning their back on the 
authority of the chief priests—“and believing in Jesus.” 

CONCLUSION 

What a series of contrasts in this story!  Mary and Martha expressed their love for Jesus through 
worship.  Judas and the chief priests expressed their hatred for Jesus through betrayal and 
murderous intent.  What is the distinction between the two groups?  It’s this: Mary and Martha 
treasured Jesus; Judas and the chief priests did not. 

This story is a reminder that we must treasure Christ.  When he is our treasure, our actions will 
be pure and righteous.  Like Mary, we may suffer for it, but he is worth the cost.  Her sacrifice 
was proof of her devotion to Jesus.  For her, Jesus was supremely valuable, far beyond her 
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costliest possessions.  She would pour it all out for the sake of Jesus, and yet she would count it 
no sacrifice at all. 

Some of the greatest Christians who have made the greatest sacrifices have said the same thing. 

I’ll conclude with a quote from David Livingstone. Livingstone was a medical missionary in the 
mid-1800s who explored Africa, bringing with him the gospel to the people he found.  In 
reflecting on his missionary journeys and the hardships he endured, he wrote:  

“For my own part, I have never ceased to rejoice that God has appointed me to such an 
office. People talk of the sacrifice I have made in spending so much of my life in Africa. . 
. . Is that a sacrifice which brings its own blest reward in healthful activity, the 
consciousness of doing good, peace of mind, and a bright hope of a glorious destiny 
hereafter? Away with the word in such a view, and with such a thought! It is 
emphatically no sacrifice. Say rather it is a privilege. Anxiety, sickness, suffering, or 
danger, now and then, with a foregoing of the common conveniences and charities of this 
life, may make us pause, and cause the spirit to waver, and the soul to sink; but let this 
only be for a moment. All these are nothing when compared with the glory which shall be 
revealed in and for us. I never made a sacrifice” (Perspectives on the World Christian 
Movement, 1981, 259). 

And you’ll say the same thing when one day, if not before, you meet your Savior and the worth 
of knowing Jesus far outweighs anything you ever gave up in pursuit of him.  So, church, 
treasure Christ, our Savior and Lord. 
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