The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Lent 5, Year C

The Text: John 12:1–8
Perhaps you’ve wondered about this text and asked: “What was the purpose of Mary anointing Jesus?”
To answer this we need to look at anointing in general and see if any of the reasons for anointing relate to this episode. We can go all the way back to the Exodus to hear about anointing. The common usage of this practice is in the nominating of a priest. When the tabernacle is built, and the worship life of the Jewish nation in the wilderness is established, the priests are anointed. Aaron has oil smeared over his head. This is also true for the Kings: Saul is anointed, David is anointed; it indicated that they were the one chosen for the job, set apart. Both priests and Kings were anointed.

But ordinary everyday people were also anointed. Ruth for instance, was advised by Naomi: “Wash therefore and anoint yourself, and put on your cloak and go down to the threshing floor.”
In Matthew 6:17 Jesus tells us in regard to fasting: “But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face…”
Anointing is not just about selecting kings and priests. It is also a practice to show cleanliness or preparation. In contrast to a downcast face and ashes that show mourning, anointing with oil shows cleanliness and maybe even celebration. Anointing had some practical application, it gave a positive scent to the body, maybe even prolonged the effects of washing because it is often included with washing.
Anointing was over the head and face and it functioned as part of the ceremonial washing. That’s why we see Ruth anoint herself before going to meet Boaz—it’s an indication of her preparation for the meeting and the potential outcomes.
Oils were also used to preserve or mask the aroma of death. We see this after Jesus’ death, and that was the purpose of the visit on the third day, to apply the oils and spices. Now if we consider the previous encounter between Mary, Martha and Jesus, death is in the air, the smell of death was in the air. Remember what Martha said to Jesus when he wanted the stone rolled away from Lazarus’ tomb?

Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, “Lord, by this time there will be an odour, for he has been dead four days.” John 11:39 (ESV)

We can expect that Lazarus had been prepared properly after his death and before his burial. He had been anointed with spices and oils. Perhaps another anointing was planned, or the preparation was completed before Jesus arrives.
Apparently the cost of a Jewish funeral was very expensive. If this was common practice to use expensive perfume/oil in the burial, a funeral could have cost at least a year’s wages.
Mary perhaps knows more about what is going on then we have been led to understand, or she is at least making a statement by her washing. The dinner they hold is in honour of Jesus, who just recently raised their brother from the dead. Now instead of preparing her own brother in the tomb, she is preparing Jesus for his death. It’s as if Jesus has exchanged his life for Lazarus’ life, the great exchange. And Mary somehow comprehends this, at least her actions comprehend this. It is certainly the connection Jesus makes with his words; “Leave her alone, so that she may keep it for the day of my burial’.
Jesus’ anointing is to prepare him for death. The application of oils and spices usually only happens after death, but Jesus makes the connection. But there is a second reason for his anointing. If anointing is also to designate a king or a priest to set him apart., Mary also achieves this for her master, and everything is unusual if that is the sole purpose of the anointing, as they are in private not public, there is no command from God, and Mary doesn’t hold an official office like prophet or priest that makes her suitable to anoint a king. And there is a connotation of setting Jesus apart in this anointing.
There is a lot going on here than what it looks like on the surface, but we shouldn’t be surprised at that.

There is a third connection here to anointing. I mentioned earlier that anointing could signify ceremonial cleanliness. After raising Lazarus, Jesus would have been ceremonially unclean and therefore not able to be present in the temple for Passover. There was an opportunity for him to present at the temple for cleansing, John even gives it a mention of it in the previous chapter. 

Now the Passover of the Jews was at hand, and many went up from the country to Jerusalem before the Passover to purify themselves. They were looking for Jesus and saying to one another as they stood in the temple, “What do you think? That he will not come to the feast at all?” 
John 11:55–56 (ESV)

So the final point is that Mary makes Jesus ceremonially clean by washing him therefore giving him opportunity to celebrate the Passover, his last supper in Jerusalem. It’s amazing how much is going on in this seemingly short exchange.

But we need to get to Judas and Jesus’ exchange about money to see what is condemned, what is praised and what is allowed.

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.” 

What is Jesus actually saying? He is simply highlighting that his life on earth is limited, but the poor will always be here. To put it another way, you can always give to the poor, because the poor will always need money, but you can only eat with me, anoint me, bury me for this short period of time. There is a time to spend money on Jesus and a time to spend money on the poor. The time for spending money on Jesus was that day. Now the time for spending money on Jesus is over, he no longer needs to be anointed, or fed or housed. The earliest disciples and converts understood this, as they shared all their possessions and gave to the poor. But do we understand this?
This doesn’t mean we should give everything we have to someone else, thus making us the poor who require assistance. It simply means we should be conscientious to care for ourselves and those to whom we are responsible, and give generously to the poor.
But it is the attitude that is condemned that is probably most important. Here we learn more about Judas; that he was stealing from the common funds. 

The attitude that is condemned is an attitude of greed; of putting the self first. Judas controls the money bag and so he takes his share first. He takes whatever he wants. This is what is condemned. Are we guilty of this attitude to money?

Let’s be clear: it is not sinful to provide for ourselves, that we are fed and watered and have the necessities of life. But do we turn desires—things that would be nice—into necessities? We might find we are all guilty of this.

Perhaps we even do this on a communal level when we prioritise our congregational spending. Have we decided that luxuries that serve the self, or only serve our congregation, are more important than mission or caring for the poor? If that is the case we have good news from our Saviour.

Our Saviour who could have remained on earth, instead allowed others to prepare him for his burial. He took the place of you so that he could win forgiveness of sins for you and for the whole world. By his willingness to be anointed with oil that others believed was wasted, by his willingness to submit to earthly authority that appears unjust, by his willingness to endure the suffering and pain of the punishment of a hardened criminal and finally by his willingness to submit to death on the Cross, he wins forgiveness for all of our sin.
He freely offers us that forgiveness, so that we are liberated from our sin. We too can join with Paul, who once counted killing Christians as a reason that God would find him acceptable, in saying:
But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith—that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead. Philippians 3:7–11 (ESV)

Our money, or lack of it, our family connections, our religious affiliations are not what make us acceptable in God’s eyes. It is Jesus’ work for us that saves us, makes us acceptable and sets us free. We should not put our hope and trust in anything else but Jesus Christ, that we would be found in him and attain the prize that is the resurrection from the dead.
Amen.
