
ECF 17th November 2019 John 12:1-11  Extravagant Worship  
If you’re a celebrity with lots of money, the done thing seems to be to give ridiculously extravagant presents to the people 
in your life.  For example: 

• A few years ago for Father’s Day, the American singer Beyonce bought her husband Jay-Z a private jet, for a cool $40 
million. 

• Tom Cruise also bought his then wife Katie Holmes a jet, this time a $20 million Gulfstream, but she said it was “like a 
bus, only faster” , and hardly used it.  

• In 2010 Adam Sandler bought each of his four co-stars on his film “Grown Up’s” a Maseratis worth £250,000.  

• Back in the 80’s when Mike Tyson was at the height of his boxing career, he bought his wife a solid-gold bathtub for a $2 
million. 

• But even those gifts are small change compared to the Koh-i-noor diamond given to Queen Victoria in 1849 by the last 
Maharaja of the Sikh Empire.  It’s ownership is highly disputed and although its value is difficult to measure, it’s possibly 
worth over $1 billion. 

 
I don’t know what you think about all of this.  None of us probably will ever have anywhere near the kind of finances to give 
things like that – but even if we did, I hope that we’d have more sense.  These gifts are simply ridiculously extravagant.   
 
I was brought up to be careful with money.  I know some of you blame my Scottish background, but I think it just makes 
sense for us to use our resources carefully, save what we can, spend within our means and make sure that when we’re 
always getting a good deal.   
 
But in our Christian lives, this kind of cautious restraint doesn’t always make sense.  In some situations, we are encouraged 
to be extravagant.    
 
John 12:1-11: “Six days before the Passover, Jesus arrived at Bethany, where Lazarus lived, whom Jesus had raised from the 
dead. 2 Here a dinner was given in Jesus’ honour. Martha served, while Lazarus was among those reclining at the table with 
him. 3 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. 
4 But one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, who was later to betray him, objected, 5 “Why wasn’t this perfume sold and the 
money given to the poor? It was worth a year’s wages.” 6 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. 
7 “Leave her alone,” Jesus replied. “It was intended that she should save this perfume for the day of my burial. 8 You will 
always have the poor among you, but you will not always have me.” 
9 Meanwhile a large crowd of Jews found out that Jesus was there and came, not only because of him but also to see 
Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead. 10 So the chief priests made plans to kill Lazarus as well, 11 for on account of him 
many of the Jews were going over to Jesus and putting their faith in him.“ 
 
1. Honouring Jesus  
It was “Six days before the Passover.” John 12:1, so we’re now getting into the critical days of Jesus’ ministry.  The 
opposition and hostility against Jesus was intensifying.   The time when he would lay down his life for sinners on the cross 
was fast approaching.  But at the start of this week, the most important week in world history, Jesus enjoyed a dinner with 
his friends.   
 
John didn’t record where in Bethany this meal was held.  But Mark said it was “in the home of a man known as Simon the 
Leper.” Mark 14:3.  We don’t know anything else about the host of this dinner, but we do know who the guest of honour 
was. 
 
John wrote that “A dinner was given in Jesus’ honour.” John 12:2  Simon knew that the most important person there that 
day was Jesus.  He deserved to be given the place of honour, he deserved all the focus and all the praise. 
 
a) He Deserves It  
Later in Revelation, John wrote about the thousands of angels who, in a loud voice, sang: “Worthy is the Lamb, who was 
slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honour and glory and praise!” Revelation 5:12  
 
And so this morning, we’ve met together to give Jesus that honour and praise that he alone deserves - to recognise his 
value, to express our respect, admiration and love, and to give him first place in our lives.   
 
But there are many ways that we can do this.  At that dinner were three people whose lives had been transformed by Jesus.  
Each of them was grateful for what Jesus had done for them.  But each of them expressed that love in different ways.   



2. Working Enthusiastically 
First of all, “Martha served.” John 12:2.  She rolled her sleeves up and helped to prepare and serve the food at this dinner.   
 
This seems to be Martha’s instinctive way to honour Jesus.  On an earlier occasion, she had opened up her own home to 
Jesus and his disciples and again had been incredibly busy preparing and serving dinner to them all. 
 
a) Without Complaining  
That time she had got so frustrated with all the work that she had to do, that she bitterly complained to Jesus about Mary 
who just sat and listened to Jesus - “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to 
help me!” Luke 10:40. 
 
But this time, there was no sign of that anger and frustration.  Instead it seems like she had accepted her role and willingly 
used her gifts and energy to work for the Lord.  
 
Practical service is a crucially important way in which we can honour the Lord.  And so we should do this willingly and 
without complaining.  Peter also wrote: “Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling.” 1 Peter 4:9  
 
b) With Commitment  
And so if this is God’s call on our lives, then this is how we should honour him.  Peter wrote, “If anyone serves, he should do 
it with the strength that God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ.” 1 Peter 4:11 
 
And we can work enthusiastically because we know that Jesus will reward all those who serve him in this way.  He said, “If 
anyone gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones because he is my disciple, I tell you the truth, he will 
certainly not lose his reward.” Matthew 10:42  
 
3. Witnessing Effectively 
So Martha worked expressing her love in service.  But “Lazarus was among those reclining at the table with him.” John 12:2  
He expressed his love in fellowship. 
 
a) Spending Time With Jesus  
It is so important for us to remember that when Jesus saves us, rescuing us from death and giving us new life, that’s not so 
that we can just go and live on our own.  Instead it’s so that we can live in fellowship with him.  “Christ died for sins once for 
all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.” 1 Peter 3:18    
 
b) Pointing People to Jesus  
But Lazarus did more than just spend time with Jesus here.  “Meanwhile a large crowd of Jews found out that Jesus was 
there and came, not only because of him but also to see Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead.” John 12:9.  People 
were amazed when they heard about what had happened to Lazarus,  and so they flocked to meet him and see him for 
themselves. 
 
But Lazarus didn’t attract this attention for his own benefit.  He wasn’t trying to become a celebrity.  Instead, he was 
pointing people to Jesus. 
 
And he did this effectively.  “On account of him many of the Jews were going over to Jesus and putting their faith in him.“ 
John 12:11  People saw the transformation in Lazarus’ life, heard his story, and put their faith in his Saviour.  They came to 
see Lazarus, but instead they saw Jesus!   
 
And Lazarus was so effective in doing this, that “the chief priests made plans to kill Lazarus as well.”  John 12:10.  He was 
such a powerful witness to the identity of Jesus, that the religious leaders saw him as a threat and wanted to silence him.   
 
And if we’ve experienced Jesus as the resurrection and the life, if we’ve been rescued from death and brought into eternal 
life, then we too are called to express our love for Jesus by witnessing to him in this world.  We don’t need to be an expert 
in theology, we don’t need to be gifted in speaking.  We just need to share the story of what Jesus has done for us.   
 
That’s what the apostles did.  They were so excited about Jesus and all that he is and can do in people’s lives, that even 
when they were threatened by the Sanhedrin to keep quiet, they said, “We cannot help speaking about what we have seen 
and heard.” Acts 4:20  
 
 



4. Worshipping Extravagantly 
So Marth worked, Lazarus witnessed.  But Mary worshipped.  “Mary took about a pint of pure nard, an expensive perfume; 
she poured it on Jesus’ feet and wiped his feet with her hair.” John 12:3 
 
Matthew and Mark record in their gospels that Mary anointed Jesus’ head.  John focussed on her anointing of Jesus’ feet 
and wiping them with her hair.  It was an amazingly humble act of love and devotion.  But it was also amazingly extravagant.   
 
a) Without Restraint  
By the custom of the day, a host would show hospitality and honour to a distinguished guest by sprinkling on his head a 
drop or two of nard.  This perfume was so special, having been imported all the way from India, that this tiny amount would 
have been sufficient to show love and respect.   
 
But Mary took her flask of perfume, and poured the whole lot on Jesus!  Judas, who seemed to know the value of things 
(even although he missed the value of Jesus) estimated that “It was worth a year’s wages.” John 12:5.   
 
The average salary in Ireland these days is something like €40,000.  So, that gives us some kind of indication of the cost of 
this perfume.   But the value of her sacrifice was not really in the monetary value of the perfume.  
 
Once, Jesus saw a poor widow give two very small copper coins into the temple treasury.  In monetary value this was nearly 
worthless, but Jesus told his disciples that she gave more than all the rest who gave their bags of money.  “They gave out of 
their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything – all she had to live on” Mark 12:44.  Our love and worship is not 
measured by how much we give, but rather by how much we keep back.   
 
And so Mary’s worship is not really measured by the price of the perfume, but in what it cost her to give it.  This was her 
treasured possession.  It might have been a family heirloom, or her life savings.  But she willingly gave it all to Jesus. 
 
b) A Living Sacrifice  
And this is what real worship looks like.  Paul wrote in Romans 12:1: “I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer 
your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.”   
 
Real worship is when we’re willing to give to Jesus nothing less than everything we have and everything we are!  That’s 
because nothing but this would adequately express his value and worth and the depth of gratitude and love that should be 
in our hearts in response to all he has done in our lives.   
 
So this morning, are we willing to lay our lives down as a living sacrifice for Jesus?  Are we willing to give him our best?  Are 
we eager be extravagant in giving him our time, our resources, our love, our focus?  Are we willing to worship like Mary, and 
give it all to him? 
 
c) Overcoming Opposition 
And are we willing to do this, even when we’re surrounded by people who think we’re crazy to do so?  For Mary to express 
this extravagant their love for Jesus, she had to stand against her religious leaders.  As we saw last week, “The chief priests 
and Pharisees had given orders that if anyone found out where Jesus was, he should report it so that they might arrest 
him.” John 11:57. 
 
And if we are going to honour Christ, then we too need to be willing to go against the influence and pressure of this world.  
As Hebrews 13:13 puts it, we need to be willing “to go to him outside the camp, bearing the disgrace he bore.” 
 
d) Ignoring Criticisms  
But it’s not just the world that we sometimes need to stand against.  When Judas saw what Mary did, he objected, “Why 
wasn’t this perfume sold and the money given to the poor?” John 12:5.  
 
Of course he didn’t say this because he was concerned for the poor.  Instead it was because he was a thief.  As the treasurer 
for the disciples, he would have helped himself to this money had it been sold for the poor.   
 
But Mary didn’t know that at the time.  And Matthew tells us that some of the other disciples joined in with Judas in this 
criticism.  So after expressing her love and devotion to Jesus in this beautiful way, she had to suffer the criticism and 
accusations of his disciples! 
 



And it’s a sad reality that if we’re going to lay down our lives as living sacrifices for Jesus, we might not only need to stand 
against the opposition of the world.  We might also have to stand against the criticism of our brothers and sisters in Christ 
who question our motives or condemn our sacrifices.  
 
And if you’ve experienced this, then you’ll know how painful this is.  But we’re not called to follow the opinions of others.  
We’re not called to seek their approval.  Instead we are called to follow Jesus.  And he said, “If anyone would come after 
me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” Luke 9:23  
 
e) Avoiding Distractions 
But Judas’ criticism also shows how Mary had also to avoid the distraction of other good causes.  She could’ve done a lot of 
other things with this jar of perfume.  This resource could’ve been used to meet the needs of many people. 
 
And caring for the poor is important.  Jesus encouraged the critics to help the poor anytime they wanted.  But Jesus also 
strongly defended Mary and her actions.  “Leave her alone… You will always have the poor among you, but you will not 
always have me.”" John 12:7–8  
 
This is about priorities.  There are many good things that we could do with our lives.  Many good causes that we could 
devote our time and money to.  But if we’re followers of Jesus then we’re called to have one clear priority.  As servants of 
Christ, we should serve him as our first priority.  We should “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness.” Matthew 6:33 
 
f) Pleasing the Lord 
And in doing this, Mary did something that had a deeper significance than I think she even understood.  Unknown to 
everyone else, this was just six days before Jesus’ death.  So he said, “It was intended that she should save this perfume for 
the day of my burial.” John 12:7   
 
In anointing Jesus, she was anointing him for his burial.  And she was the only one who had that privilege.  The women who 
came on Easter Sunday were too late to do this!  
 
I wonder if this meant that the smell of this pungent perfume lingered on Jesus right up to his burial?  As Jesus endured the 
cross, could he smell this perfume so extravagantly poured on him?  As he experienced the brutal events of that day, was he 
encouraged by the lingering smell of Mary’s worship?  Was he strengthened by this reminder of her love? 
 
I don’t know.  But we do know that Jesus deeply appreciated this act of love.  In Mark 14:6, Jesus said that “She has done a 
beautiful thing to me.”  
 
And this an amazing thought.  In laying down our lives as living sacrifices, we can please the Lord.  Paul prayed for the 
church in Colosse so “that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way.” Colossians 1:10  
 
There are many things that we can do with our lives.  But surely nothing is as important, or valuable or eternally significant 
as living to honour our Lord and Saviour and please him. 
 
Conclusion 
As Christians we often minimise what following Jesus means.  We can live as if it is just about coming to church once a 
week, or putting some euro in the box, reading our Bibles and praying now and again.   
 
But Martha, Lazarus and Mary’s example shows us that Jesus deserves so much more than that.  Our love for him should 
lead us to seek to: 

• Work Enthusiastically 

• Witness Effectively 

• Worship Extravagantly  
 
I only ever knew one of my grandfathers.  He was a committed Christian who served all his life in the church that he planted 
as a teenager.   
But in his later years he suffered from severe dementia.  He was in a nursing home and often would not recognise my mum 
and dad when they visited.  But sometimes my dad would ask him to play his harmonica, his mouth organ.  He would begin 
to play one of his favourite hymns.  But nearly always, the initial tune would be lost and he would end up playing this one 
hymn: 
 All to Jesus I surrender; all to him I freely give;  
 I will ever love and trust him, in his presence daily live.  



 I surrender all, I surrender all,   
 all to thee, my blessed Saviour, I surrender all.  
 
This is the extravagance that our lives should express.  This is the extravagance that Jesus alone deserves. 

Andrew Burt 
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