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John 12:1-8 

Death brings new life 

 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

As we get closer and closer to Easter, our gospel readings are shifting to the last 

activities of Jesus before heading to Jerusalem, and his trial and crucifixion. Today we 

read the account of Mary anointing Jesus with very costly perfume, and the very next 

passage in John chapter 12 is the triumphal entry into Jerusalem on what we now call 

Palm Sunday. The Passover that's only six days away in our reading is the Passover 

that became the last supper of Jesus and his disciples before his arrest and trial and 

crucifixion. This story also has one of the last interactions between Judas and Jesus 

before Judas betrays him. 

Everything that's happening in John's gospel around this passage is pointing us to 

what Jesus will do in Jerusalem. He has just raised Lazarus from the dead, a miracle 

that causes many to believe in Jesus, but others to plan his death. And after Judas 

objects to the use of such costly perfume, Jesus says that it's got something to do with 

his own burial. Notice that these two stories in the town of Bethany are tied together 

by death and by smell. When Lazarus died and Jesus told them to open his tomb, 

Martha objected because of the smell. When Mary anoints Jesus' feet with the 

perfume the smell filled the whole house, but it was a perfume often used for 

anointing a dead body. 

In both cases, there is a reminder of death, a reminder that is tied to the senses. It's 

not just an abstract concept with no grounding in our physical reality. And Jesus 

knows that his death is coming, but the very presence of Lazarus at the table at this 

meal in Bethany confirms that death will not have the final word. So, today's gospel 

reading is very much about preparing for death and understanding what it means for 

us who belong to Christ Jesus. 

This season of Lent is the time where we do that, where we reflect on the reality of 

our own mortality, our own death. It's a basic part of being human; one day we will 

die. We've had extra reminders of this over the past two years with the pandemic. It 

has been almost a daily reminder of our collective human frailty. But Easter is about 

Jesus changing what it means for us to die. 

The events of our gospel reading today serve as a reminder of Jesus' promise that in 

him is eternal life. Jesus said, "I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe 

in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will 

never die." (John 11:25-26, NRSV) 
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Jesus' own death means that our death will result in life. And if that's the case, then 

what does that mean for how we live now? What does it mean for our priorities, our 

commitments, our activities, our approach to life itself? The use of the perfume in this 

story causes this question to be asked. Judas thinks it was a total waste and should 

have been sold and the money given to the poor. Of course, John tells us that Judas's 

motives were not very pure, but surely a lot of good could have been done. The value 

of this pint of pure nard is estimated by some to be around $50,000 in today's money. 

It was definitely a significant amount. A lot could be done with that much money. 

Jesus' response tells us that there is something even more valuable for us. When he 

says, "you always have the poor with you" he is saying that we have endless 

opportunities for good works, for acts of love towards our neighbour. But the events 

that are unfolding are unique in history. The only man to live a sinless life was about 

to die for the sins of the world. Jesus was about to become the once-for-all sacrifice 

that paid the price for our sin. This is the greatest demonstration of love the world 

has ever seen. Jesus said, "No one has greater love than this, to lay down one's life 

for one's friends." (John 15:13, NRSV) But when Jesus went to the cross to bear the 

weight of our sin and to die our death, we could barely be counted as his friends. 

St Paul writes: 

Rarely will anyone die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good 

person someone might actually dare to die. But God proves his love for us in 

that while we still were sinners Christ died for us. (Romans 5:7-8, NRSV) 

This momentous event, highlighted in today's ready by Jesus being anointed with an 

expensive amount of perfume challenges us to think about what we are doing with 

this new life that Jesus gives us. It makes us think about what we are willing to sacrifice 

for the sake of others. Are we willing to put at risk our time, our money, our health, 

or even our lives for the sake of loving our neighbour? 

There will always be a neighbour in need. As long as this earth keeps spinning there 

will be people who need our help in some way. Technically what Judas said is right. 

Our resources should be used for the sake of the less fortunate. But so often our 

motives come from the same self-serving and sinful place as him. We'll serve others 

if it gets us noticed or benefits us in some way. But it takes something much more to 

serve others in such a way that we are losing something. To be so selfless, so 

sacrificial, is usually not within our power. It takes the Holy Spirit dwelling in us to 

truly live this new life that Jesus gives to us. 
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So, as we look forward to Palm Sunday and then our Easter celebrations, we look also 

to the Holy Spirit to lead us into the new life that Jesus calls us to live. We pray that 

Jesus' death on the cross for our sake changes our view of our own death and our 

own life. We pray that God would show us his will for our priorities, our commitments, 

our activities, our approach to life itself. And we pray that others would see God's 

love at work in our lives, and they too might come to faith in Christ Jesus and receive 

the new life won through his death and resurrection. Amen. 

May God's peace, which passes all human understanding keep your hearts and minds 

safe in Christ Jesus. Amen. 


