The Two Anointings


During the week leading up to Jesus’ crucifixion, he was anointed on two occasions.  Although both were performed by women rebuked for their actions, both occurred in Bethany at suppers, and both used spikenard worth over 300 pence the account in John 12 and the one in Matthew 26 and Mark 14 are not the same.  They are not the same because they occurred at different times, in different homes, Jesus was anointed in different places, and the interactions following the anointings were not the same.  These anointings show humble service and extravagant love, and the women’s extreme devotion should never be forgotten.
The first anointing was at the home of Lazarus, Martha, and Mary.  There were also other disciples there.  It must have been an emotional time, because the love among them was so great and the danger was so imminent.  The immediate context in John 11:45-57 makes it very clear that Jesus was a wanted man, and the religious leaders were lying in wait to take him and put him to death.  People were not sure that Jesus would even come to Jerusalem under such treacherous conditions.  However, we find Jesus in Bethany, less than two miles away from Jerusalem on the 8th of Nisan.

John 12:1-3:
Then Jesus six days before the passover [the slaying of the lamb was on the 14th, so that makes this the 8th of Nisan.] came to Bethany [less than two miles from Jerusalem], where Lazarus was which had been dead, whom he raised from the dead.
2 There they made him a supper; and Martha served: but Lazarus was one of them that sat at the table with him.
3 Then took Mary a pound of ointment of spikenard [It was made from a rare plant root native to India and the Himalayas.], very costly, and anointed the feet of Jesus, and wiped his feet with her hair: and the house was filled [pleroō] with the odour of the ointment.
Mary was acting with great gratitude when she used her finest, most expensive ointment to anoint Jesus.  Its aroma permeated the entire home.  Mary was certainly extravagant and liberal with this precious substance.
In the East, the act of anointing was observed when crowning a king and when expressing a joyful welcome to a household guest.  It was also a part of the dedication of priests.  Oil symbolized the presence of God and anointing with oil was a sign that God was setting a person apart.  Jesus was the Messiah, the Christ, the Anointed One.
In Bethany that evening Mary anointed Jesus’ feet and wiped them with an Eastern woman’s glory, her hair.  With great humility Mary demonstrated that only her best was good enough for the master.  By anointing his feet as a lowly doulē or doulos would, Mary demonstrated in a most loving and intimate way her willingness to serve Jesus as her lord.  What a tender and loving act of humble service.  However, not everyone approved of this.
John 12:4-6:
Then saith one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, which should betray him,
5 Why was not this ointment sold for three hundred pence [an average year’s wages], and given to the poor?
6 This he said, not that he cared for the poor; but because he was a thief, and had the bag, and bare what was put therein.
Judas objected to this extravagant gesture.  What a waste!  At least that was his evaluation.  However, the Word of God clarifies his motive.  He was the treasurer and a thief who stole money from the bag.  Judas wanted the money put in the bag so he would have access to it.  Judas judged her actions through his jaded perspective.  Jesus couldn’t let this injustice go without comment.  Judas was wrong, and Jesus would let him know.
John 12:7,8:
Then said Jesus, Let her alone: against the day of my burying hath she kept this.
8 For the poor always ye have with you; but me ye have not always.
In Judas’ mind it would have been fine if she had sold it and given the money away, but to have lavished it this way upon Jesus was unacceptable.  However, Jesus did not think her gesture to be outlandish.  It would have been outlandish to have not done it.  To have missed this opportunity would have been wrong.  There would be plenty of other opportunities to help the poor, but Jesus’ time was running short.
Jesus was teaching them the principle from Psalm 90 of numbering our days.  You may know it as Carpe Diem, Seize the Day or more colloquially as milk the moment.  We ought to do what we can when we can do it.  We should take advantage of opportunities when they come.  That’s what Jesus realized this woman was doing.
Psalm 90:1-4: {A Prayer of Moses the man of God.} 
Lord, thou hast been our dwelling place in all generations.
 2 Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever thou hadst formed the earth and the world, even from everlasting to everlasting, thou art God.
 3 Thou turnest man to destruction; and sayest, Return, ye children of men.
 4 For a thousand years in thy sight are but as yesterday when it is past, and as a watch in the night.
How’s that for perspective?  Our years are like yesterday, and our lives are like a watch in the night.
Psalm 90:5,6:
Thou carriest them away as with a flood; they are as a sleep: in the morning they are like grass which groweth up.
6 In the morning it flourisheth, and groweth up; in the evening it is cut down, and withereth.
Our lives are swept away like a flood, and our years are like the grass flourishing in the morning and fading by dusk.  Sometimes if we are not careful we can get caught up in the currents.  We may be driven and not make the decisions we need to for our lives.
Psalm 90:7-12: 
For we are consumed by thine anger, and by thy wrath are we troubled.
 8 Thou hast set our iniquities before thee, our secret sins in the light of thy countenance.
 9 For all our days are passed away in thy wrath: we spend our years as a tale that is told.
 10 The days of our years are threescore years and ten; and if by reason of strength they be fourscore years, yet is their strength labour and sorrow; for it is soon cut off, and we fly away.
 11 Who knoweth the power of thine anger? even according to thy fear, so is thy wrath.
 12 So teach us to number our days, that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom.
We are to number our days because our time on earth is limited this time through.  We ask to teach us to number our days because we live in the fear of death.  No!!  Absolutely not!  We number our days so we may apply our hearts to wisdom… so we can do the Word and enjoy the more abundant life right now.
That’s what Jesus saw this woman doing.  She was applying her heart unto wisdom.  She was taking advantage of this situation to bless Jesus in such a big way.

Psalm 90:14:
O satisfy us early with thy mercy; that we may rejoice and be glad all our days.
This is a principle we ought to learn when we are young.  Let’s learn this principle as soon as we can so that we may enjoy it as long as we can.  We need to learn to use the opportunities God presents us, because they are not infinite in this lifetime.  When we get opportunities we have to seize them; we have to take advantage of them.  That’s what Mary was doing here.
The next anointing was at a supper at the home of Simon, a cleansed leper.  It was four days later on the twelfth of Nisan after the two incidents with the fig trees and the two entries into Jerusalem and Jesus’ time in the Temple the day after the Sabbath.

Let’s look at the background God sets before getting into this second anointing.

Mark 14:1,2:  [This account is also found in Matthew 26:6-13.]
After two days was the feast of the passover, and of [the] unleavened bread: and the chief priests and the scribes sought how they might take him by craft [dolos; occurring 12 times guile 7, subtilty 2, deceit  2, craft 1], and put him to death.
 2 But they said, Not on [during] the feast day, lest there be an uproar of the people.
Passover was one of the three feasts that demanded the  participation of all adult males.  It was a festive time and people poured into Jerusalem from all parts of the countryside.  Ordinary business was set aside as everyone gathered to celebrate their historic deliverance from Egypt.  However, amidst the celebration, a few religious leaders were planning an execution.  They were putting the final touches on a plot that would lead to Jesus’ death.  While the rest of the city was celebrating, these men were preparing for the slaying of God’s ultimate Passover.
Mark 14:3a: 
And being in Bethany in the house of Simon the leper… 
Jesus was back in Bethany, but this time he was at the home of Simon not Lazarus.  The supper recorded in John 12:1-11 was on the 8th of Nisan.  This supper was four days later, and although it has many similar elements, the two are not identical.  The Word says little about Simon other than that he had previously been a leper.  Although Jesus had healed him the stigma lingered.  The people still thought of him as a leper, an outcast.  Isn’t it just like Jesus to dine at the home of someone disparaged by society.  Even though his life had been change; even though he had been cleansed he was still not accepted by the community.  Jesus knew his time was coming to an end, and he wanted to spend some precious moments with his disciples and close friends.
Mark 14:3b: 
… as he sat at meat, there came a woman having an alabaster box [Aramaic says vase] of ointment of spikenard [made from a rare plant root native to India and the Himalayas.] very precious; and she brake the box [vase], and poured it on his head.
In Eastern culture, meals were eaten with the diners sitting cross-legged upon the floor sometimes leaning on pillows and cushions.  A low table or cloth would be set before them with food upon it.  It was there that this unnamed woman came and broke the vase and poured the entire contents upon his head.  Certainly the oil ran down his hair and beard and continued down upon the skirts of his garments engulfing his body with its delightful aroma.  [This is much like the description of Aaron in Psalms 133.]  Even his tunic and flowing undergarment were drenched with its enduring fragrance.
Wherever he moved during the ensuing forty-eight hours, the perfume would go with him.  Into the last supper, into the garden of Gethsemane, into the high priest’s home, into Herod’s hall, into Pilate’s praetorium, even into the presence of those who casts lots for his clothing at the foot of the cross.  What a pungent reminder he carried with him of this wonderful event until his death.  How this must have encouraged him as he moved forward from here.
The perfuming of the head and body was a rare ritual reserved for royalty.  It was a special rite.  Twice Jesus had been anointed with oil, once on his feet and once on his head — a complete anointing for a complete savior, from head to foot.  The account in John 12 of the anointing of Jesus’ feet emphasizes service to Jesus as lord.  In Matthew 26 and Mark 14 Christ’s kingship as the anointed One, the Christ is stressed.
Notice that in this anointing, the unnamed woman anointed his head, whereas in John 12 Mary had anointed his feet.  On this occasion the woman treated Jesus as a king being anointed.  She brought a small tapering vase of alabaster full of ointment, and anointed his head with it.  The Aramaic word for anointed comes from the same root as word Messiah meaning “the Anointed One.”  This was her recognition and proclamation of Jesus as Messiah.  What this must have meant to him, knowing what he had before him.  After seeing what happened to the two fig trees, after having entered the city the two times once in judgment and once in blessing, this woman recognizes him as the messiah and anoints him for his burial.
Mark 14:4,5: 
And there were some [not just Judas as previously] that had indignation within themselves, and said, Why was this waste of the ointment made?
5 For it might have been sold for more than three hundred pence [a year’s wages, perhaps an entire life’s savings.], and have been given to the poor. And they murmured against her.
Four days earlier Mary had anointed his feet with anointment, but on this occasion this unnamed woman pours it on his head.  Four days earlier Judas had objected that the precious ointment was wasted.  Now, four days later “some of his disciples” (plural) were upset.  One extravagant gesture is okay, but another… You have got to be kidding.  Don’t make a habit of this.  Perhaps Judas had influenced them.  Obviously they had either forgotten or ignored the reproof that Jesus had given Judas as recorded in John 12:7,8.
This precious ointment was kept in a sealed alabaster container.  The disciples’ complaint was the same as Judas’, the costly ointment which the woman poured on Jesus’ head could have been sold and the money from it given to the poor.  However, Jesus recognized the purpose behind the gesture.  Corpses were anointed for burial.  Jesus related this anointing with his burial because he knew that his death and burial were at hand.  What love he showed in defending the woman while others criticized her.
Mark 14:6-8:
And Jesus said, Let her alone; why trouble ye her? she hath wrought a good work on me.
Why do people want to trouble others trying to do their best for God?  Here this lady was doing the best that she could, and she was berated for it.  Aren’t we supposed to rejoice with them that rejoice and weep with them that weep.  Instead, this woman who was doing the best she knew to do was upbraided and condemned for it.  They were critical and judgmental, and totally misread her heart.  
Jesus recognized her heart and love.  He was a man, and he appreciated what she did.  Jesus not only defends her actions, he justifies the woman on the basis of her purity of motive and the urgency of the hour.  She had not forgotten that her lord’s days were numbered.  Jesus recognized what she did as a good work.  He recognized her expression of love in light of his approaching death.  He also saw it as a messianic proclamation.  He explained that she did what she could.  What have we done?  Have we done what we could in recognition of his life and love and lordship?

Mark 14:7:
For ye have the poor with you always, and whensoever ye will ye may do them good: but me ye have not always.
Jesus repeats the lesson.  Just as he taught them four days earlier, he shows them that we have to number these days.  His time is running out and he wants them to realize what is going on.  He adds more information this time as he teaches.  What had just transpired was truly significant, and he doesn’t want them to miss its impact.
Mark 14:8,9:

She hath done what she could: she is come aforehand to anoint my body to the burying.
 9 Verily I say unto you [That’s a solemn introduction to an important statement.], Wheresoever this gospel shall be preached throughout the whole world, this also that she hath done shall be spoken of for a memorial of her.
Jesus, after explaining the importance of the woman’s actions, made the statement that her act would be remembered wherever God’s Word is held forth.  Think about how joyful Jesus’ statement must have made her feel.  The disciples ridiculed her, but the son of God held her act in such great esteem.
Jesus’ follow up statement is one of the most often forgotten lines of his ministry.  It tells us that he recognized the importance of what she did, and knew that God would have it recorded so that it would have perpetual impact.  This illustrated something that we are not supposed to forget.  This woman’s act of recognition and devotion is not often remembered as it should be.  She did what she could, and all that she could.  It reminds me of John Wesley’s statement:
Do all the good you can, by all the means you can, in all the ways you can, in all the places you can, at all the times you can, to all the people you can, as long as ever you can.
Too many people offer God what they would not accept from their children or their friends.  When people are dear to us we offer our best.  Not what’s leftover, not what’s convenient… not what costs us nothing.  David wouldn’t offer to God that which cost him nothing.
II Samuel 24:17-25:
And David spake unto the LORD when he saw the angel that smote the people, and said, Lo, I have sinned, and I have done wickedly: but these sheep, what have they done? let thine hand, I pray thee, be against me, and against my father’s house.  [David realized he was the cause of this great hurt to God’s people, and he wanted to atone for it.]
 18 And Gad [the prophet] came that day to David, and said unto him, Go up, rear an altar unto the LORD in the threshingfloor of Araunah the Jebusite.
 19 And David, according to the saying of Gad, went up as the LORD commanded.
 20 And Araunah looked, and saw the king and his servants coming on toward him: and Araunah went out, and bowed himself before the king on his face upon the ground.
 21 And Araunah said, Wherefore is my lord the king come to his servant? And David said, To buy the threshingfloor of thee, to build an altar unto the LORD, that the plague may be stayed from the people.
 22 And Araunah said unto David, Let my lord the king take and offer up what seemeth good unto him: behold, here be oxen for burnt sacrifice, and threshing instruments and other instruments of the oxen for wood.
 23 All these things did Araunah, as a king, give unto the king. And Araunah said unto the king, The LORD thy God accept thee.
 24 And the king said unto Araunah, Nay; but I will surely buy it of thee at a price: neither will I offer burnt offerings unto the LORD my God of that which doth cost me nothing. So David bought the threshingfloor and the oxen for fifty shekels of silver.
 25 And David built there an altar unto the LORD, and offered burnt offerings and peace offerings. So the LORD was intreated for the land, and the plague was stayed from Israel.
David refused to offer what cost him nothing.  This meant something to him, and it was dear to his heart.  He spend a goodly price for the land.
We used to laugh at a comment one of the American astronauts made years ago, but the laughter has hushed since the Challenger tragedy.  The way the story goes, someone stuck his head inside the nose capsule before the team of astronauts had launched and asked, “Well, how does it feel?”  With a grin, one of them replied, “It really makes you think twice in here when you realize everything in this whole project was constructed according to the lowest bid!”

That’s how most people conduct their entire lives “according to the lowest bid.”  The lowest bid and minimal effort.  People don’t offer their best, they live a good enough mentality.  Why do your best when you can get by with less.  Most people will never understand.  They will always make the ordinary their standard.  I challenge that!  On the basis of this magnificent story which Jesus said should be remembered wherever the gospel is preached, I challenge that.  I feel there are times when extravagance is appropriate.  Appropriate, it is occasionally essential!  If we are determined to live above the level of mediocrity we must offer God our very best.  We are not to half-step, not to do what is convenient, not to give what is leftover, but to give God our best.  We ought to offer the same to our brothers and sisters, too.
Good Enough

My son, beware of “good enough”

It isn’t made of sterling stuff;

It’s something any man can do,

It marks the many from the few,

It has no merit to the eye,

It’s something any man can buy,

It’s name is but a shadow and bluff,

For it is never “good enough.”

With “good enough” the shirkers stop,

In every factory and shop.

With “good enough” the failures rest

And lose to men who give their best.

With “good enough” the car breaks down

And men fall short of high renoun.

My son, remember and be wise,

In “good enough” disaster lies.

With "good enough" have ships been wrecked,

 The forward march of armies checked,

Great buildings burned and fortunes lost;

Nor can the world compute the cost

In life and money it has paid

Because at "good enough" men stayed.

Who stops at "good enough" shall find

Success has left him far behind.

There is no "good enough" that's short

Of what you can do and you ought.

The flaw which may escape the eye

And temporarily get by,

Shall weaken underneath the strain

And wreck the ship or car or train,

For this is true of men and stuff

Only the best is "good enough."

By Edgar A. Guest

When it comes to how we live before God, that’s how we ought to do it – only the best is good enough.
In 1776 Thomas Paine, American Revolution patriot and writer, wrote about the price of freedom.  In The American Crisis #1 he said:
What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly; tis dearness only that gives everything its value.  Heaven knows how to put a proper price upon its goods; and it would be strange indeed, if so celestial an article as freedom should not be highly rated.
He’s right, what we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly because its dearness that gives everything its value.  It wasn’t necessarily the 300 pence that gave the perfume its value; it was its dearness to the women.  They offered their best; they gave what was dear unto them.
It was our beloved Abraham Lincoln who said, “I do the very best I know how − the very best I can; and I mean to keep on doing so until the end.”  Isn’t that what God’s Word tells us to do.  Doesn’t it say somewhere, Whatever your hands find to do, do it with all thy might.
Do you remember the woman in Luke 7 that washed Jesus feet?  What did she use?  Tears, tears from her tear bottle.  Do you think they could have been sold for 300 pence and given to the poor?  No, I don’t think so.  But were they dear to the woman?  Absolutely!  It wasn’t Jesus who brought up the 300 pence; he wasn’t thinking of the expense; he valued the love and dearness of what they did.
Do you think that Jesus didn’t appreciate the price this unnamed lady paid?  Jesus Christ was about to make the greatest act of unselfish giving in the history of mankind.  He who was without sin was about to lay down his life for us.  He was about to make the greatest sacrifice any man could make.  He knew he was to be the Passover lamb.  In this woman he sees someone give to him all that they had.  This blessed him in a most extreme manner.  He was two days away from his death, about to endure the greatest torture any man ever has.  Don’t tell me he didn’t appreciate what this unnamed woman did for him.  This meant something to him.  She recognized whom he was and what he was about to do, and she gave all that she had to make his way as awesome and as pleasant as she could.  She did what she could?  Do we do all we could?
This woman never attempted to explain herself.  She never said one word in her own defense, even when they rebuked her.  How can you explain such extravagance?  Why should she?  Even if she tried, who would understand it?  The only people who really understand this kind of giving are those who have done it.  This woman did what her heart told her to do − without explanation.  You need purity of heart and trust in God to be that sure of yourself.  It’s love that allows us to get outside of ourselves.  Such extravagant acts of love cannot be explained nor justified.  Nor do they need explanation or justification.
With glorious imprudence this woman broke the vase and with lovingkindness used the entire contents to anoint her lord.  She was lifted out of arithmetic calculation because she was enthralled with compassion.  Because she was so full and because she wanted to give so unreservedly, she offered her very best.  She did not allow anything to keep her from seizing the moment that would never come again.  She broke her vase.  She didn’t have to do that.  That is going very overboard.  She could have just used the perfume and saved the vase.  Saved it for what?  It was used for that which it had been saved… it arrived at its ultimate purpose.
This vase was a vessel unto honor to borrow a phrase from II Timothy 2.  Are you ready to break your vase and let it all out?  Have you ever lavished your love upon God or your brothers and sisters in Christ?  Have you ever abandoned yourself in loving service?  If you do, you will also hear the encouraging words, “Well done thou good and faithful servant.”
Wherever the gospel is preached this woman’s extravagant gesture will never be forgotten.  She touched the heart of her lord by offering her very best.  She encouraged and ministered to him during what must have been the most difficult two days of his life.  She did what she could.  Can the same be said for you and I?
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