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WASHED WITH TEARS      
29th March 2020 
Readings: Mark 14:1-10 
You can watch this sermon at https://youtu.be/491WichPrP4 
 
Our focus during this lockdown is Christ’s work on 
the cross and how we can be kind to each other. 
These were the key ideas from last week’s 
message which is online if you missed it. Now as 
we’re in the lead up to Easter it’s only natural that 
we follow the Easter story that moves steadily to 
the cross but triumphs with an empty tomb. Today 
we’ll start with Jesus being anointed for burial. 
Here we’ll see that not only did an unnamed 
woman do a beautiful thing for Jesus, but that 
Jesus also does a beautiful thing for us. 
 
Let’s pray 
 
We pick up the Easter story in Mark’s gospel. It’s lovely to be back in Mark again. 
Remember last year we finished a 12-month series looking at the first half of the 
gospel. Today, we’re skipping from where we left off and landing in Chapter 14. The 
Passover festival is only two days away. Disturbingly the religious leaders of the 
law are looking for a sly way to have Jesus arrested and killed. “But not during the 
Feast,” they say, “or the people will riot.” Mark 14:1-2 
 
So, why this backroom plot to kill Jesus? Well, from when Jesus first burst onto the 
scene till now, opposition has steadily grown. The religious leaders had soured, 
fretted and fumed, to such an extent they were now plotting his death. But there’s a 
problem. Jesus’s so popular that any arrest during the Passover festival would 
cause a riot. So, what are their options. If the direct approach is off the table what 
next? 
 
But then Mark leaves us hanging. He breaks away from plotting and scheming 
midway. “Argh”, we say, “this a Markan sandwich”. When I preached through the 
first half of Mark last year, we saw that Mark would often interrupt one story to tell a 
second before returning to the first. Why? - to heighten dramatic tension but also to 
emphasis how important the middle story is. The plot to kill Jesus becomes two 
bookends to emphasise what happens in between. For just outside the city Jesus 
just so happens to be sitting down for a meal. Verse 3… 
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While he was in Bethany, reclining at the table in the home of a man known as 
Simon the Leper, a woman came with an alabaster jar of very expensive 
perfume, made of pure nard. She broke the jar and poured the perfume on his 
head. Mark 14:3 

 
Now, let’s orientate ourselves with this meal. Simon was a common name and so 
the reference to him being a leper is probably just to distinguish from other Simons, 
such as Simon Peter. It’s unlikely he was still a leper as he would have been 
excluded from all social contact and certainly not be in a position to host a meal. 
Maybe he was a leper Jesus healed in the past. No one really knows. But he was a 
good host. 
 
Now in those days meals were more open than in our day. After servants had 
served the meal, they were able to observe from a respectful distance. They could 
even invite family members to view the meal. So apart from Simon, Jesus and a 
few other guests there may have been a few extras on the fringes. And it’s into this 
context that a woman slips in and does something most unusual, most unexpected 
and, to some at least, most upsetting. Breaking convention and without even so 
much as a “by your leave” this uninvited woman breaks a jar of expensive perfume, 
pouring it over the head of Jesus. 
 
Now, who is this woman? Again, we don’t know a great deal but in Luke’s account 
he makes it clear that she is a woman of ill repute, a sinful woman. So, not only is 
she uninvited but as she is of scandalous reputation, she’s an embarrassment to all 
at the table - except for one. 
 
And what’s the nature of this perfume. Well, nard is a lovely smelling oil extracted 
from a root found in India. It was often sealed in an alabaster jar to preserve it. 
Usually the jar was “all or nothing” in its construction. There was no lid or reusable 
seal. Once the neck was broken all the perfume had to be used. 
 
However, the point picked up by those present was the expense. It was a whole 
year’s wages! Let’s pause for a moment. How much is a year’s wage for you or the 
key wage earner in your house?… Now think about giving this away… Some of us 
may be comfortable giving this amount to one of our children to help them into a 
house. Some of us can imagine giving this much to help a good friend in a business 
venture. We may even entertain the thought of donating a year’s salary to the 
church, community ministry or mission organisation. But how many of us would 
ever think of wasting twelve months wages on a one-off action that might not be 
appreciated and in all likelihood would be misunderstood and even scorned. If it 
was me, I’d be thinking, “What a waste! Why not just spend just a month’s salary on 
some high quality but lesser grade perfume? Who would know the difference? Then 
you could give the remaining eleven months wages to the poor. Sensible, 
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commendable and common sense. Surely God would appreciate this. What is this 
woman thinking?” That would be my reaction. 
 
And so, we read… 
 

Some of those present were saying indignantly to one another, “Why this waste 
of perfume? It could have been sold for more than a year’s wages and the 
money given to the poor.” And they rebuked her harshly. Mark 14:4-5 

 
I’m not sure I’d have joined in with words as harsh, but I sort of agree with the 
sentiment. But, not so Jesus. 
 

“Leave her alone,” said Jesus. “Why are you bothering her? She has done a 
beautiful thing to me.” Mark 14:6 

 
“Beautiful thing - to me”. That’s a surprise. But, doesn’t it lift your spirit when you 
hear Jesus say, “She has done a beautiful thing”. Instead of all our grumbling and 
muttering and offence Jesus puts us in our place and brings a delightful 
perspective. Jesus sees the woman’s act as extravagant devotion - open, splendid 
and self-giving. Holding nothing back, not even her life savings, and out of 
adoration to Jesus, she lays everything on the line - and in public. 
 
And I stand condemned. For in comparison my devotion to Christ is a thin, pail, 
wisp of a thing to what we see before us. Yet, although humbled, as I ponder her 
devotion, there’s a sense where I can do better. My devotion can be fuller, more 
robust, more from the heart. For Jesus said in Matthew 10:42 
 

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 

 
A cup of colder water for his sake. Now, that’s doable. I think we can all do that. 
Especially in these difficult times - a kind word here, a thoughtful act of kindness 
there - for his sake not mine. A phone call to someone whose been on my mind, a 
card to someone recently bereaved - for his sake not for mine. Maybe a first step at 
reconciliation in a relationship long soured. Maybe a refusal to get even when we 
have been genuinely aggrieved - even but no. For Christ’s sake I will do a beautiful 
thing for him. If this unnamed woman can honour Christ like this - this act of 
worship - well I can do better. 
 
Now, Jesus doesn’t let these grumblers off the hook with just a rebuke. No, he goes 
on… 
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The poor you will always have with you, and you can help them any time you 
want. But you will not always have me. Mark 14:7 

 
So, let’s be clear. Jesus is not saying, “Never help the poor”. Not at all. In fact, he’s 
quoting from Deuteronomy 15:11 
 

There will always be poor people in the land. Therefore, I command you to be 
openhanded toward your brothers and toward the poor and needy in your land. 
Deuteronomy 15:11 

 
Jesus understood our need to be open handed and generous, but he was also 
aware his time was short. “But you will not always have me” 
 
Three times on the road he’d told his disciples he was going to Jerusalem to die 
and the disciples still had no idea what he was talking about. So, verse 8 
 

She did what she could. She poured perfume on my body beforehand to prepare 
for my burial. I tell you the truth, wherever the gospel is preached throughout the 
world, what she has done will also be told, in memory of her.” Mark 14:8-9 

 
So again, for the fourth time now Jesus makes it clear he is expecting to give his up 
life. Now, the pouring on of perfume was normally done after a person had died in 
preparation for burial. So, this beautiful, wonderful aroma wafting from Jesus is a 
sign that he’s a dead man walking. Yet, this wonderful fragrance not only pointed to 
the cross and the grave but also to an empty tomb. For on that first Easter Sunday 
when the woman went with perfumes and spices to anoint Jesus’ body the tomb 
was empty and the perfumes and spices unused. 
 
You see by accepting the perfume as an anointing for burial Jesus shows a clear 
understanding that the Gospel will not die with him. The Good News he’s been 
proclaiming will be transformed into the great and wonderful news of his 
resurrection. Resurrection and the forgiveness of sins to all who believe and repent. 
And this Good News will be taken to the furthest corner of the globe. Even to the to 
the bottom of the world, even to New Zealand, even to us here in Cromwell - where 
the woman’s extravagant act of devotion will be part of our story. 
 
How can we not be captivated by this woman’s openhearted and extravagant 
worship? And how can we not stand amazed at the gentle, embracing, delighting 
response of Christ? The same response we receive from Jesus whenever we offer 
him even the smallest act of devotion.  
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Yet, as much as we want to, we can’t linger in the beauty of this moment. For the 
story tumbles onto the next event. The shaft of light illuminating this simple meal is 
quickly dimmed becoming stark and bleak and ugly. The storm clouds that have 
been gathering dark on the horizon now build and rumble over the city itself. For… 
 

Judas Iscariot, one of the Twelve, went to the chief priests to betray Jesus to 
them. They were delighted to hear this and promised to give him money. So he 
watched for an opportunity to hand him over. Mark 14:10-11 

 
Gloom has entered the heart of one of the twelve, one of the chosen - a friend of 
Jesus. For whatever reason, this extravagant act of devotion and Christ’s response 
causes the steel claws that have been slowly wrapping around Judas ’heart to 
finally clamp down tight. Betrayal, that started as a hint-of-a-distant-thought in 
Judas’ mind, runs its course. Here in a few short words, lies the most infamous 
betrayal in all human history. 
 
Now Mark gives us scant detail. There are no clues as we find in the other Gospels. 
Matthew tells us the price paid was 30 pieces of silver. John tells us Judas was the 
keeper of the common purse where he dipped into from time to time, for his own 
use. Luke shows us Satan entering Judas at this point of betrayal. Yet even with 
these hints and clues, all we know is that for Judas, Jesus was no longer serving 
his agenda and it was time to jump ship. So, he does and in a few short days Judas 
will betray Jesus with a kiss. 
 
This then is the anointing and betrayal as Jesus moves ever closer to the cross. So, 
as we leave the gospel story what can we learn? What are our take homes? 
 
Well, remember at the beginning I said this is all about an unnamed woman doing a 
beautiful thing for Jesus and Jesus doing a beautiful thing for us. 
 
So, first, as we see this woman’s extravagant act of devotion, we are challenged to 
also stretch ourselves in worship. I doubt any of us have the faith this socially 
disgraced woman had but we are encouraged. For we know that any act of 
kindness offered in Jesus name - even a glass of water to the thirsty - is a beautiful 
act of devotion to him. 
 
And our second take home is Jesus beautiful act of kindness to us. You see this 
woman had no right to be at the table, or in the house or within any distance of the 
Son of God but she summoned her courage and took not just her most prized 
possession but herself to Jesus. And in John’s gospel we see she also anointed 
Christ feet and washed them with her tears. And Jesus did a beautiful thing in 
return. He accepted this sinner not because of anything that she did but because of 
what he was about to do. 
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In likelihood the woman had no idea that this was in preparation for the cross, and 
with it the great saving work of all creation, of all time and all imagination. He 
accepted this woman because he was ready for the cross. And this beautiful thing - 
this making of this sinful rejected woman beautiful - is what Jesus still does to you 
and me. 
 
In two days time as the Son of God hung from the cross, a faint trace of the 
perfume would have lingered and Christ knew that this anointing for burial would 
lead to the beauty of the resurrection. A resurrection where we are assured that 
Christ makes all things beautiful in his time. Let’s pray 
 


