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“Ointment and Anointing” 
Mark 14:1-11 

August 2, 2020 
 
 
Read Mark 14:1-11 
This is the Word of the LORD. 
Prayer of Invocation 
 
Our text this morning comes later in Jesus’ Passion Week: after Palm Sunday, after the 
confrontations with the Temple authorities, and after Jesus’ Olivet Discourse declaring judgment on 
Jerusalem.  Jesus has left the Temple area.  He has returned to Bethany, about three miles east of 
the city; it is where he had been staying during the week.  
 
With Chapter 14, Mark begins the Passion narrative.  Just a reminder: we call that last week of 
Jesus’ life his “passion” based upon a transliteration of the Greek word for passion.  The Greek word 
– for those of you who are interested in such things – is pascho; and it is a conjugation of the Greek 
word meaning suffering.  Thus, we talk about Christ’s Passion: his suffering in the context of his 
substitutionary vicarious sacrifice for the sins of the world. In other words, Christ’s Passion refers to 
his suffering in our place for our sins.1  
 
 Background to these verses. 
 
Before we get too far into what happened, I want to spend a few moments looking at how Mark 
structured this passage.  First, he set the scene: the time was the days preceding the Passover, the 
remembrance of God’s deliverance of his people from bondage and slavery.  The Passover was 
when God did something truly unexpected: in the weakness and powerlessness of his people, God 
demonstrated his sovereign authority and plan for salvation.  Mark set this scene in the same kind 
of way in order to frame up what was about to happen with Jesus. 
 
Second, Mark began this section with a description of the opposition to Jesus.  The chief priests and 
the scribes wanted to arrest Jesus secretly.  The politics of the moment prevented them from 
seizing Jesus openly.  Passover was one of the three main celebrations in Jerusalem and the city 
swelled from about 50,000 to 250,000.  People came from all over to celebrate Passover in 
Jerusalem. 
 
Jesus was from Galilee.  During Passover, there would be a large contingent of people in Jerusalem 
from Galilee.  Arresting and killing a popular, populist preacher from Galilee would very likely incite 
a riot that would be problematic.  However, Jesus’ continual condemnation of the Temple was 
bound to raise the tension and a riot was likely if they did not arrest him.  They felt the pressure to 
do something to make this problem go away.  
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Then Mark shifted the scene.  Jesus was in Bethany reclining, and enjoying a meal.  He was not 
tense.  He was relaxed.  
 
The disciples, on the other hand, were pretty stressed and on edge because of Jesus’ activity in 
Jerusalem.  They had been watching.  They knew that things were moving towards some sort of 
confrontation.  
 
So, while they were at this dinner – Simon the Leper must have been someone known in the Roman 
church community for whom Mark was writing because Mark just drops the name.  We, on the 
other hand, know nothing about him except he lived in an area generally designated for those who 
had leprosy and it was highly unlikely that Simon was still a leper at the time of this dinner – while 
they were at dinner, the disciples were filled with anxiety.  You can tell this because of the scale of 
their reaction to the woman anointing Jesus with oil.  Anointing a guest at dinner with oil was not 
an altogether uncommon custom; it was a sign of affection and a sign of respect.  
 
The gospel of John is the only one that identifies this particular woman as Mary of Bethany.  Mark 
does not name her.  For our purposes this morning, I am going to stick with Mark’s not naming the 
woman because he chose to keep her anonymous.  Whether she knew the significance of what she 
was doing or whether she was simply acting out of affection, her breaking open the jar and pouring 
this “very costly ointment of nard,” was startling.  Ointment of the kind used by the woman was 
often a family heirloom, passed on from mother to daughter.  This was an act of incredible 
devotion.  
 
To put it in context, the cost of the jar and the ointment would have been more than sufficient to 
feed the 5,000.  It was an extraordinary extravagance in a village of farmers, fishermen, and small 
craftsmen.2 
 
The disciples’ objection seems to have been to the grandeur of the act.  For example, if she had 
merely taken a portion and anointed him, they may not have said anything.  She did not do that.  
She broke the jar and used all the oil.  If she had not broken the jar, then the remainder could have 
been sold. 
 
The disciples were shocked by the act and by the context of the act.  One of the elements of the 
Passover tradition was to give to charities for the poor.  Specifically, during the Passover celebration 
people would give a tithe to the Temple, and a tenth of the Temple offering would go to the poor in 
Jerusalem.  So, their reaction was something to the effect of, “Gah!?!  What are you doing?  Have 
you lost your mind?  That is so wasteful!” 
 
Jesus defended the woman against the rebuke of the disciples.  It is interesting to note that she did 
not explain herself; but rather, Jesus gave the meaning to her act that she may or may not have 
considered.  Specifically, he told the disciples that she was anointing his body beforehand for burial.  
That had to have caused another double-take from the disciples.  “Wait…what?  Your burial?”  
There was Jesus, very much alive, talking casually about how he was being anointed ahead of time 
for his impending death.  
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Then the scene immediately shifted back.  Judas Iscariot, one of the twelve, went to the chief 
priests in order to betray Jesus.  Again, look how Mark described what was happening here: the 
religious authorities were plotting to kill Jesus, a woman treated him with adoration and respect 
only to draw the anger of Jesus’ closest friends and followers; and then one of the twelve left to 
betray him.  Plots to kill Jesus provided bookends to the disciples’ continuing to missing what was 
happening.  While the authorities planned how to kill him, while the disciples tried to figure out 
how they were going to be respected authorities in the kingdom of God, while Judas tried to figure 
out his best strategy and play given the way things were headed, this woman simply loved Jesus. 
 
So what do we do with this episode? 
 

Don’t begrudge other Christians their devotion to Christ.  
 

When the disciples grumbled about the woman anointing his head, Jesus asked them, “Why are you 
troubling her?”  In other words, he was asking them, “You are worried about this?”  The portrait of 
the disciples in the gospels is not particularly flattering – and it should be a wake-up call to us about 
how dense we can be when it comes to Jesus.  Maybe I will just speak for myself: it points out how 
dense I can be when it comes to Jesus.  
 
Again, look at the context. Jesus had been predicting his own death.  The disciples had been with 
him through a series of increasingly hostile confrontations with the authorities.  It was no secret 
among the disciples that the authorities were plotting against Jesus.  Now, he had just finished the 
Olivet Discourse in which he told the disciples of the persecution they would face from the 
authorities and rulers of this world “because of his name.”  That, they took in stride.  But this?  The 
disciples were griping about a woman doing something nice for Jesus.  It is no wonder why Jesus 
might have had a facial expression of: Seriously -- this? 
 
It is amazing to think of how we still act like the disciples here.  Christians are notoriously harsh on 
other Christians.  We spend a lot of time and energy criticizing one another.  This is true within 
congregation and it is true among congregations.  We often act like we are American Idol judges 
with a responsibility to weigh in on someone else’s worship performance: it is too enthusiastic, it is 
not enthusiastic enough.  That church demands too much, it does not demand enough.  They sing 
strange songs.  They do strange things.  They do not do anything much at all.  And now, they are 
abiding by the government’s orders about not meeting together, or they are defying the 
government’s orders and meeting together.  The scandal!  The shame!  How can they call 
themselves Christians? 
 
I am not pointing the finger at anyone without pointing at myself.  I have done some surveying of 
how other congregations are producing services online.  My first response tends to be, “Oh, look at 
that.  How crass,” or some other critical thing.  I am not proud of that, by the way; I am confessing it 
to you.  Instead of rejoicing at another congregation’s efforts to reach out in the midst of a chaotic 
time, I sit in judgment about what they are doing and how they are doing it.  There is something 
competitive in our natures that cause us to be critical of how others are either doing things better 
than we are, or to feel better about ourselves because we think we are doing better than they are.  
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The church has grappled with the temptation to criticize and compete with each other from the 
very early times.  The disciples obviously were a competitive bunch.  Remember earlier in Mark how 
James and John asked Jesus to sit on his right and left when he came into glory?  That did not sit 
well with the others.  Later, in the book of Corinthians, Paul has to chastise believers for claiming 
priority allegiance to Peter, to Apollos, or to Paul himself. Paul’s question, “Is Christ divided?”  
 
Instead of loving God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength, we spend time comparing 
ourselves with others to see how well we are loving God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength. 
We focus on ourselves.  The woman focused on Jesus. Oops. 
 
The woman simply acted in loving devotion to Jesus.  This was her way, her thing, her act of 
worship.  And Jesus received it as worship.  His response about the poor was not to denigrate the 
poor; his response about the poor showed how much Jesus valued her love for him.  
 
In essence, Jesus was telling the disciples, “She is not the enemy.  She is not the problem.  She is not 
opposed to me, so do not be opposed to her.”  Actually, Jesus’ rebuke of the disciples was both a 
warning to us and also a great word of encouragement.  Jesus will stand up for those who love him.  
Jesus honors those who love him.  “Wherever the gospel is proclaimed, what she has done will be 
told” – and so it is.  
 
 

Second, loving God often does not make sense to the world.  
 

The woman’s act of devotion to Jesus did not make sense to the disciples.  That is ok.  Many times 
loving God calls us to do things that do not make sense in human terms.  
 
When I was serving Westminster in Escondido, I knew (and still know) a woman who lived this kind 
of love.  She was a life-long citizen of California.  She and her husband were both raised in San Diego 
County.  They met there, they married there, they raised their family there.  
 
God began a mighty work in her after her sons had moved out of the family home.  She began to 
get more and more involved in a prayer ministry.  Through her interest and walk with God, she 
began to lead several prayer teams.  She taught and developed others in the discipline and work of 
prayer.  She was remarkably humble in her faith.  She did not impose herself on others.  She did not 
judge others for not sharing her gifts.  She did not act in such a way as to draw attention to herself.  
She just prayed and she worshipped.  
 
Then, God called her to move to North Carolina.  It was world-altering for her.  To obey would be a 
profound disruption to everything she had known and all the roots they had grown.  She prayed 
about it.  She and her husband prayed about it together.  They asked all the questions you would 
ask if something unreasonable and irrational came to you out of the blue.  This was not part of a 
bucket list or a career plan.  They prayed about it but could not shake it. 
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That’s what she did.  They moved.  As an act of devotion to God, she moved away from her aging 
parents, all the people she had known.  Imagine it: the call to move was reminiscent of God’s call to 
Abram, to up and leave everything he knew for a land God had promised.  
 
I had more than one conversation with people who asked me, “Why didn’t you counsel them to not 
go?  That’s nuts.  They are crazy.  To give up everything at their age and move across country?  That 
does not make any sense.  I wouldn’t do it.”  And, more than once I thought, “hmmmm…..” (Yes, 
there were some follow up conversations.)  Loving God does not make sense to the world. 
 
For my friend it was an adventure: not everything went smoothly – not by a long shot – and it was 
not easy.  They lost money.  They could never move back to California.  They had to learn a different 
community and a different culture.  All of that did not matter – or at least not nearly as much as the 
joy living and growing in their love for God.  He was their strength and refuge, their help in times of 
trouble, the source and provider of all their needs.  They experienced joys and spiritual blessings 
that she still finds difficult to describe in words. 
 
All of which is to say that the adventure of faith is ongoing, no matter what is your age or situation.  
God can and does call us – you and me – to do things that do not make sense.  For some, it is a 
wake-up call in the middle of the night to pray, without knowing for whom or why.  For others, it is 
the desire to go somewhere in mission.  Still others are given a word of encouragement to share 
with someone they barely know.  And so on… 
 
Faith is the willingness to do what God asks without having the benefit of seeing the whole plan.  
Faith is the willingness to trust God and to do acts that do not seem to make sense.  If you are called 
to do something for the glory of God and to proclaim the gospel, it is likely that God is inviting you 
to participate in an adventure that will bless you in ways that you cannot imagine.  And, one thing 
you can know for certain: loving God will not make sense to the world. 
 

God blesses our love 
 

Finally, God blesses our love because he uses it for his plan of salvation.  The woman thought she 
was doing a loving act towards Jesus; and she was. Jesus said that she was preparing his body ahead 
of time for burial (again predicting his passion); and it was that, too.  
 
But also it was something more.  Mark was pointing out that she was anointing Jesus to be king.  
 
In the Old Testament, there are a number of times when a prophet or priest was sent out to anoint 
a king.  The most widely remembered is Samuel being sent to Jesse to anoint one of his sons; 
Samuel looked over a number of them until they brought in the ruddy one who was out in the fields 
as a shepherd: that one, David, Samuel anointed as king.  It was years before David took the throne, 
but the anointing was real.  
 
Here, in the presence of his closest followers, the woman’s anointment with this precious nard 
served to bless Jesus’ mission to be the Messiah.  The coronation of his kingship would be on the 
cross.  The title “King of the Jews” would be nailed above his head.  His crown would be made of 
thorns, fashioned by the Roman soldiers who beat him.  His royal robe would be torn and lots 
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would be cast for it.  It was unlike any anointing that the world had ever seen; and that is just like 
God.  
 
When we love God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength, when we express that love in 
worship or acts of praise, God blesses that love.  Jesus used her act of love to again predict his 
victory over death.  Whenever her act of love is told – wherever the gospel is told – the glory of the 
king is revealed again.  
 
Think about it: we are remembering her act as we proclaim the gospel this morning.  Was that her 
purpose?  No.  She was simply loving Jesus.  Was that God’s purpose?  Yes. 
 
God’s plans are bigger and more wonderful than we can imagine.  “Faith,” says the writer of 
Hebrews, “is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things unseen.”  Paul writes in 
Romans, “O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable are his 
judgments and how inscrutable his ways! For from him and through him and to him are all things.  
To him be the glory forever. Amen.” 
 
On whom or what would you break the jar and pour out your most precious ointment?  
 
As you think about that, think about what God has done.  If we were together, we would be 
celebrating communion – the Lord’s Supper.  We would be remembering the broken jar:  Jesus’ 
body, broken for us.  We would be remembering the pouring out of this very costly ointment: the 
blood of Jesus, shed for us.  We would be remembering it because it is the victory meal, in which we 
remember Jesus’ victory over sin, over the grave, over death, and his resurrection glory as King of 
the Kingdom of God.  
 
“Let her alone; why do you trouble her?  She has performed a good service for me. Truly I tell you, 
wherever the gospel is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in 
remembrance of her.”  
 
Amen. 

 
 
Questions:  
 

1. How do you show your love for God? 

2. How do you struggle with how others show their love for God? 

3. Have you ever stepped out in faith to God’s call, doing something that seemed 
irrational or unreasonable to the world around you?  


