
Grace is not cheap. 

 

 Winston Churchill said, ‘We make a living by what we get. We make a life by what 

we give’. An Italian Catholic Saint, Saint Francis Assisi, said: ‘For it is in giving that 

we receive’. And the young girl, Anne Frank said, ‘No one has ever become poor by 

giving’. These sayings seem to confirm that giving is better than receiving. 

In our New Testament reading of today, a very precious gift is given. A gift that had 

been set aside. We all know the feeling of anticipation when we have a gift for 

someone; a gift that has been chosen with loving care; the right present for the right 

person. And then the joy we feel when the time has come to give it and when it is 

received with appreciation. 

The gift as it is given to Jesus, by Mary, couldn’t be given with more love. And, the 

gift couldn’t be received with more love. Over the last few weeks, we heard about 

Jesus’s struggles to make people understand who He is. And after the 

misunderstandings, which made people leave Him, after the escape from being 

stoned to death, as we heard last week, here we have this intimate moment between 

Jesus and Mary, in the presence of Jesus’s disciples; including the one who was 

going to betray Him. 

This happens in Bethany where Jesus’s close friends live: Lazarus and his sisters 

Martha and Mary. Recently, Lazarus died, but Jesus raised him from the dead. And 

that’s why a feast meal is now held in a house in Bethany. It doesn’t say whose 

house, but in the other gospels where we also have this story, it says that it’s the 

house of Simon the leper. A feast meal to honour Jesus because He had raised one 

of their villagers, Lazarus, from the dead. One of Lazarus’s sisters, Martha, is 

serving. Being guests both Lazarus and Jesus are reclining at the table. And then 

Mary appears and she anoints Jesus’s feet.  

It is as if the words of the Psalmist are happening here.  

5 You prepare a table before me 

    in the presence of my enemies; 

you anoint my head with oil; 

    my cup overflows. 

‘In the presence of my enemies’…Judas Iscariot is present and sees how Jesus is 

anointed; he sees the abundance of oil that flows. For the exactness of the amount 

of oil is given by the gospel writer John: a pound. That means that Mary had enough 

oil to anoint Jesus from head to toe, as He was reclining at the table. In the other 

gospels, Jesus Himself speaks about the anointment of his whole body. He says:  

‘In pouring this ointment on my body, she has done it to prepare me for my 

burial.’(Matthew 26:12) 

‘She has done what she could; she has anointed my body beforehand for burial.’ 

(Mark 14:8) . 



For Jesus, His anointment by Mary signifies preparation for His immanent death and 

burial. Care for his dead body, using this expensive fragrance, overwhelming the 

smell of death. The smell of death that was specifically mentioned when Jesus came 

to Lazarus’s tomb, and said: ‘Take away the stone’, after Lazarus was lying in it for 

four days. Martha’s reply to that was  

‘Lord, by this time there will be an odour, for he has been dead for four days.’ (John 

11:39) 

Mary had kept aside this costly, precious oil for Jesus. She hadn’t even used any of 

it for her brother Lazarus, when he was dead.   

Jesus knows why Mary does this for Him. But He knows so much more. 

He also knows why Judas Iscariot says what he says  

Why was this ointment not sold for three hundred denarii  and given to the poor?” 

If nothing had been mentioned about what Judas was really thinking, would not 

many readers and hearers of the story agree with Judas? Spending so much money 

on oil, on fragrance. Isn’t it a criticism that makes sense; common sense? 

Mary’s silent, resolute act doesn’t. What Mary does, makes biblical sense: she is 

purely driven by love for her Lord and to her, there is no price too high for Him. That 

love makes that she is sensitive, she senses that the end of Jesus’ time with her is 

approaching. But while she can only feel, Mary does more than she can understand 

Without knowing she does what tunes in with God’s way with Jesus; with what is to 

come.  

In this story we see how both Mary and Judas are making preparations for Jesus’ 

death; each one in their own way. Judas’s secretive preparation over against Mary’s  

Mary versus Judas. 

Jesus defends Mary. She has not wasted money. What she does serves the purpose 

of honouring Him, while He is still with them. 

Meanwhile, more and more people had come to Bethany. They had heard about 

Lazarus, that he was raised form the dead. They want to see Jesus, but they also 

want to see Lazarus. Belief in Jesus was what prompted them to come to Bethany 

Belief in Jesus is what made the chief priests add another plan to their plan to kill 

Jesus, the plan to kill Lazarus too.  

All this, because of faith of many in Jesus. 

That is what makes this story more, so much more, than about: ‘giving is better than 

receiving’. The giver of the gift, Mary, is not aware of the full significance of the gift. 

All she knows is who Jesus is and that so, as He is, she loves Him.  

After Jesus’s struggling to make people see who He is; by telling them the truth 

which is that He is God’s Son, here we have a woman who is in harmony with that 

truth; she tunes in with it, in an unbelievably gracious, humble, generous way. 

Standing within that pure relationship with her Lord, she is protected by Him against 



criticism. She dares do what she does, in the midst of all these men; exposing 

herself to criticism. But her eyes are fixed on her Lord. That is where the strength of 

her resoluteness lies. And her help comes from Him 

Giving ourselves to God. It’s what we’ve done again, for a moment, in our prayer at 

the beginning of the service. In the giving of ourselves, there is no calculation; no 

weighing up. No: I’ll give this to God, but not that. There’s no selective giving. You 

either give yourself or you don’t. He knows when you keep things to yourself; or try 

to; when you try to hide things for Him. He is not fooled. Yet, He wants us to make 

the choice to let Him untangle within us everything that needs to be untangled. 

Making that choice; the choice of giving yourself to God, is not the easiest option; it 

doesn’t come cheap.  

Mary had made that choice That’s what enabled her to do what she did, with both 

strength and vulnerability.  

So, she shows us that it can be done, if we wanted.  

Amen 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

  

 

 


