A Savior Like No Other #1

“Worthy Worship”

John 12:1-8
What did it cost to come to church today?

Your first response might be, “Nothing! We can worship freely in this land!” But upon further review, you might think, “Well, I suppose it costs me time…there’s the time to get ready, the time it takes to drive here, the time of church itself…and then there’s the cost of gas—did you see how much gas prices rose this past week?”

That’s not quite what I was getting at. Let me put it another way.

What is your worship worth?
That’s what worship is all about. Worship is “worth-ship” (from the Old English weorthscope), an acknowledgment of the worth of Almighty God. And God’s worth is absolute.
 In Christian worship that means coming into His presence and actively declaring His worth-ship. Ralph Martin writes, “To worship God is to ascribe to Him supreme worth, for He alone is worthy.”

But what does that mean? How do we give worthy worship to God?

We find an illustration of this in the final days of Jesus’ life on earth. This event is depicted in Matthew 26, Mark 14, and John 12. A similar incident is recorded in Luke 7, but sufficient differences between that episode and what is found in the other three lead most scholars to conclude they are separate occurrences.
 In fact, John MacArthur surmises that this later scene was “a deliberate echo of the earlier incident.”

According to John 12:1, this took place “six days before Passover.” The Gospels all indicate that Passover in this year fell on Friday (technically beginning at sunset on Thursday), so this would be in our reckoning the Saturday before Palm Sunday.
 Both Mark and John locate the incident in Bethany, and if Mark says the house belonged to a Simon the leper, John does not say to whom it belonged.
 Some have suggested that Simon may have been the father of Martha, Mary, and Lazarus, or perhaps a husband to one of the two sisters,
 but, as D. A. Carson observes, “this hypothesis [is] completely without supporting evidence.”
 Lazarus is listed among the guests; this is perhaps a more natural remark if the meal were in a house other than Lazarus’s own.

Verse two states that Martha was serving the meal (as we might expect from her), while Lazarus “reclined at the table with Jesus.” This was quite common in the ancient world: they would have been reclining, leaning on their left elbows with their heads towards the low U-shaped table called a triclinium, and their feet away from the table.
 Mary was likely assisting Martha in serving the meal, but at some point she abandoned her serving duties to express her devotion to Jesus. John 12:3 describes this act: 

Then Mary took about a pint of pure nard, an expensive perfume; she poured it on Jesus’ feet and wiped his feet with her hair. And the house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.
Matthew and Mark both record that Mary brought in an alabaster jar and broke it, pouring the perfume out on Jesus’ head. John focuses on her pouring the perfume on Jesus’ feet (for reasons we will see in a moment), and it is likely that both took place. She had enough perfume to anoint Jesus from head to foot. And, as Chuck Swindoll notes, “the fragrance of her spontaneous devotion filled the room.”
 We can learn three lessons about worship from this account.
Mary’s Worship Was Expensive

First, Mary’s worship was expensive. The quantity Mary used is quite a large one and this perfume was high-priced. John goes out of his way to emphasize the cost involved.

Genuine nard was made from dried leaves of a rare Himalayan plant. And the particular vase Mary used, if it were like others used in that day to hold expensive contents, was itself a thing of beauty. Commonly, such vases were capable of holding not less than a Roman pound, or twelve full ounces, of this costly perfume. Mary had a perfume so expensive that if you were to weigh its significance in dollars and cents it amounts to a year’s wages. We’re talking super extravagant, top-notch quality stuff!

“A year’s wages” is no exaggeration here. The sum of “three hundred denarii” must not be estimated according to the modern value of an equivalent amount of silver, but according to wages and purchasing power. One denarius was the daily wage given to a common day-laborer; thus three hundred denarii was therefore the equivalent of a year’s wages for a fully employed laborer (as no money would be earned on Sabbaths and other holy days). The sum was enormous. Either Mary and her family were very wealthy, or perhaps this was a family heirloom that had been passed down to her.

Let’s put this in today’s terms. The average American household earns about $54,000 per year. If Mary’s twelve ounces of perfume were worth that amount, it would come out to $4,500 per ounce!

“That’s unheard of!” you might be tempted to think, but you would be wrong. The closest I could find to this price is Chanel Grand Extrait, described as “the rarest, purest Original No. 5 fragrance on the planet,” which sells for $4,200 per ounce.
 And that is not the most expensive perfume in the world! Clive Christian’s Imperial Majesty perfume sells for $215,000 for 16.90 ounces, encased in a finely polished Baccarat crystal bottle at a price per ounce is over $12,700.
 (I doubt that any of us men will be rushing out to buy this any time soon!)

I further doubt that the precise value of the perfume was on Mary’s mind at that moment. She simply took the most precious thing she possessed and spent it all on Jesus. William Barclay writes, “Love is not love if it nicely calculates the cost. It gives its all and its only regret is that it has not still more to give.”
 This perfumed ointment almost certainly was Mary’s most precious possession—it may have been her dowry for an upcoming wedding. Anne Graham Lotz concludes,
In this simple, profound act of loving devotion, Mary gave Jesus everything—her hope for a future, her financial security, her reputation, her self. By breaking her alabaster jar, she withheld nothing from Him and expected nothing in return.


Mary’s worship was expensive.

Mary’s Worship Was Expressive

Second, her worship was expressive. Without words her actions communicated volumes about her view of Jesus and of herself.

Concerning Jesus this expressed honor. Phillip Keller writes in his book Rabboni, 

The special rite of perfuming the head and body was a rare ritual reserved only for royalty. It was the most lofty honor that could be bestowed by a common person. Jesus recognized this and so did those around Him. It was a significant moment of momentous meaning.

Mary recognized who Jesus was and her actions reflected her recognition. To her, Jesus was worth the most important object she had, and she freely poured it out on Him. 

How she did this also expressed humility. Pouring oil on one’s head was common among the Jews at that time (though perhaps not so much nor so expensive) but Mary did not stop with anointing Jesus’ head. She coated His body and even His feet. In those days to attend to the feet was the task of the lowliest slave, so that Mary’s action involved great humility as well as great devotion.

Mary’s Worship Was Exposing

Third, Mary’s worship was exposing. By that I mean it exposed her to criticism and misunderstanding.

Mary violated several cultural norms in her actions. First, her society expected her to be serving. Second, touching the feet of another person was considered degrading; Mary’s wiping the feet of Jesus with her hair—the crown and glory of a woman—left her with no public dignity whatsoever. Third, a woman was never to take her hair down in public—ever. Fourth, the perfume she collected was a treasure kept by women for their dowry, which she emptied on Jesus. Her lavish act of worship left her without a dowry, thus reducing her prospects for a favorable marriage.
 But Mary loved Jesus so much that what others thought was nothing to her.

John records in verses 4-5, “But one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, who was later to betray him, objected, ‘Why wasn’t this perfume sold and the money given to the poor? It was worth a year’s wages.’” Mary’s action was sharply criticized. That is what usually happens when one gives his or her best to the Lord.
 There is a note of realism here. While Jesus may approve, others may not—even among the inner circle of Jesus’ disciples. The opposition may arise from hearts which follow this present world, like Judas, and for whom our Christian work and ministry seem a sheer waste. It also may arise, however, from fellow disciples, possibly rebuked by our spirit of sacrifice, or with their own agendas for our time, talents or treasure.
 John points out that Judas did not have pure motives himself in this criticism; we read in verse six, “He did not say this because he cared about the poor but because he was a thief; as keeper of the money bag, he used to help himself to what was put into it.” He was a crook, and he could not fathom such an expensive object as this to be “wasted.”

The world sees much of Christian work and much of Christian faith today as foolish. How often do you hear people of the world, as they look on the things of the gospel, say, “What a waste of time! What a waste of a life!” Many people have said to me. in reference to those who give themselves to some kind of full-time activity for God, “What a waste of good talent and ability.” Perhaps this is what it looks like.

Many people thought it was a tragic waste of a life when Jim Eliot and the other four missionaries died trying to contact the unreached Aucas in Ecuador. Yet, in his own words, he gave what he could not keep to gain what he could not lose. He was no fool, and his life was not wasted. The world cannot be expected to understand why a promising young man should leave his home and loved ones, sacrifice his salary and prospects, and “bury” himself in a jungle tribe. On seeing such an event, the world says, “What a waste.” One would not expect the world to arrive at any other conclusion, for the world does not recognize spiritual priorities, and can see no further than materialistic benefit.

Returning to our story, Jesus silences Judas. “Leave her alone,” Jesus replied. “[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.” As Anne Graham Lotz writes, “I hope I never see Jesus looking at me the way I am sure He looked at Judas. His look must have been withering as His eyes flickered with the fire of righteous indignation.”

Jesus was addressing not just Judas, but all his disciples (the “you” here is plural). There was no need to reproach Mary for the extravagance of her devotion. There would be no shortage of opportunities for them to do good to the poor. Acts of devotion and acts of compassion for the poor are not mutually exclusive. He also reminded them the time for expressions of devotion was growing short: they would not always “have” him in the way they had him at that time.

This proved to be too much for Judas. According to Matthew, after this event he decided to betray the Lord.
 Approaching Jesus’ enemies, he agreed to betray his Lord for thirty pieces of silver—the going rate in that day for a common slave. In these two very different actions Mary and Judas expressed how much Jesus was worth to each of them.

Jesus’ message is just as powerful today as it was then. Don’t miss it: “There is a time for risky love. There is a time for extravagant gestures. There is a time to pour out your affections on one you love. And when the time comes—seize it, don’t miss it.”

I conclude with the testimony of Anne Graham Lotz,

Years ago, when I first studied this passage, I was struck by the fact that I was my husband’s alabaster jar. My husband had “broken” me on the altar of service, releasing me to answer God’s call in my life. He gave up time with me, he gave up my undivided attention, he gave up my moment-by-moment availability as a deliberate act of his worship and love for Jesus. The most wonderful result is that our entire home has been filled with the fragrance of his sacrifice. Our children grew up loving Jesus, and they have each committed their lives to serving Him, breaking their own alabaster jars at His feet. Only eternity will reveal the extent of the fragrance that has resulted from one man’s loving devotion to Jesus that prompted him to break his alabaster jar within our home.

I ask this morning, what is your alabaster jar—your most precious possession? Is it your children? Your desire for a child? Your career, plans for the future, time, or reputation? Would you be willing to break it, pouring it out at His feet?

Pour out your pride and be the first to say you are sorry?

Pour out your spouse, releasing him or her for full-time Christian service?

Pour out your reputation and take a public stand for your faith in Christ?

Pour out your future and surrender your goals and dreams to Him?

Returning to our earlier question: What did it cost to come to church today? What is your worship worth? Your worship demonstrates what Jesus is worth to you. Is your worship expensive? Are you willing to sacrifice your time, energy, and resources in the service of Christ? Is your worship expressive? Do you demonstrate honor to Him and humility of yourself? Or is your worship an act, a way to impress others and maybe even God? (If that’s the case, give up now…it doesn’t work!) Is your worship exposing in the sense that it may invite the scorn and derision of the world…or maybe even the person next to you? Can we get to the point where we really don’t care if someone is offended by our dedication to the Lord? Jesus said in Mark 8:38, “If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father’s glory with the holy angels.” Whose approval are we seeking?

Worship displays to God and the world what we think He is worth.

Is our worship worthy, or is it worthless?
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