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Dinner at Simon’s
John 12:1-11

The night before Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem – the event we know as Palm Sunday,
Jesus and his disciples attended a dinner in his honor. And while he was there a woman named
Mary – not the mother of Jesus and not Mary Magdalene  – this woman named Mary did
something almost beyond belief. She poured an alabaster jar containing perfume worth more than
$30,000 on Jesus feet.

We’re going to see why she did that, how Jesus responded, and also how someone else in the
room – a penny pincher – reacted. If you’ve ever been misunderstood or criticized for something
you did, something you gave out of a generous heart, if you’ve ever felt tired and burned out, I
think this story will encourage you. 

There’s an old tongue-in-cheek saying that goes, “No good deed goes unpunished.” Sometimes
that’s true but the good news is you are not at the mercy of critics. God sees your heart – your
motives – and that’s what we’re going to see in this story. 

The dinner in Jesus honor took place at the home of a man named Simon, whom apparently Jesus
had cleansed of leprosy. Mark’s gospel calls him Simon the leper but Simon certainly would not
have been hosting a dinner if he still had leprosy so he must have been healed.  Along with Jesus,
Lazarus was at the dinner – remember Lazarus? He’s the guy Jesus brought back to life.  By
hosting this dinner with Lazarus and Jesus in attendance this man named Simon was taking a
huge personal risk. 

Everybody knew Jesus was on the Most Wanted list of the Jerusalem religious leaders. After
Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, Caiaphas, the high priest, called a special session of the
Sanhedrin – the Jewish supreme court.  Caiaphas was from a political class called the Sadducees.
The Sadducees didn’t believe in angels or miracles of any kind. They said after death the soul
went to sheol – the grave — and that was the end. It’s ironic that Israel’s high priest would be a
faithless man but at this time the high priest was appointed by the Roman governor. Caiaphas
very much liked the money and power that came with the appointment so, his solution to the
reports of Jesus raising Lazarus to life was to eliminate him. Snuff him out. 

John 11:53 So from that day on they (the Jewish leaders) plotted to take (Jesus’) life.
54 Therefore Jesus no longer moved about publicly among the people of Judea.
Instead he withdrew to a region near the wilderness, to a village called Ephraim,
where he stayed with his disciples.

This wasn’t the first time Jesus had made himself scarce. A couple months before, during
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Hanukkah Feast week Jesus had gotten into a heated debate with these same religious leaders. 
They didn’t like it when Jesus said he was one with God the Father. They tried to arrest Jesus but
he slipped out of their grasp and headed east across the Jordan and then north. 

So for the second time in just a couple months Jesus had to duck out of sight. The reason he
disappeared is he was waiting for the Passover season.  His plan all along was to give his life
during but the Passover.  He stayed in the hill country northwest of Jerusalem until thousands of
other Passover pilgrims were headed toward the city.  

If you don’t have a Bible open yet you might want to follow along. We’ll be in the gospel of
John, chapter 12.  

 
John 12:1 Six days before the Passover, Jesus came to Bethany (about a 20 minute
walk from Jerusalem), where Lazarus lived, whom Jesus had raised from the dead.  2
Here (in Bethany) a dinner was given in Jesus' honor. (Mark’s gospel tells us the
banquet was at Simon’s house.) Martha served, while Lazarus was among those
reclining at the table with him.  

So reclining on futons were Simon, the homeowner, Jesus, the guest of honor, Lazarus and his
two sisters.  Lazarus and his sisters also lived in Bethany – in a different house. So they’re
around the table when, when without any warning, in verse 3

 3 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. 

 
Nard was the oil extracted from the root of a plant called spike (or spikenard). The plant grew in
India, so this was a very costly imported perfume. It had to come more than 4000 miles either
overland on the Silk Road or across the ocean.  

Mary wanted to thank Jesus for raising her brother, Lazarus, from the dead.  What would
you do to thank someone who did something like this? 

• We’ve all used the expression, “I’d give anything to ... what?  “I’d give anything to have
another conversation with my dad.”

• “I’d give anything to hug my grandma and tell her I love her one more time.”  
• “I’d give anything to have my health again.” 
• Some people would give anything to undo the divorce. 
• Or you’d give anything to have a do-over with one of your children. 

For Mary it was “I’d give anything to have my brother back.”  Well, Jesus gave Mary her brother
back so she gives most expensive thing she owns – this 12 oz alabaster jar of perfume. 
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But before we go on I want you to notice that Mary wasn’t the only person showing gratefulness
to the Lord at this dinner? We always talk about Mary’s gift but her sister, Martha, was also
giving her best. 

 Verse 2 again , “Here (At Simon’s house) a dinner was given in Jesus' honor. Martha served,

Wait a minute. This is not her house. Martha was a guest at Simon’s house. She didn’t live there but
somehow she was in charge of the meal. If you have Martha’s gifting and personality you would
much rather be in charge of the meal than be waited on by someone else. 

Martha wanted everything just right. She was probably up late the night before, chopping and
preparing all she could ahead of time, making lists, and checking off ingredients. She was probably up
in the wee hours making a fire in the oven. Martha knew how to prepare food and present it nicely –
and that is how she chose to honor the Lord. 

We know from Luke’s gospel that Martha had not always had a good attitude about serving. Earlier
there was a time when Jesus was visiting them and Martha complained about her sister just sitting
there listening to Jesus while she slaved over a hot stove. It first she was probably just a little miffed –
Mary’s always talking when there’s work to be done. And then the more she thought about it the
angrier she got. Know what that’s like? I do! 

Why I have to do all the work?  I know I’m a better cook than Mary but couldn’t she at least make the
salad? Pretty hard to ruin a salad. Or set the table? Or fill the wine glasses? 

Finally Martha blew.  That story is so true to life it’s scary. I’m more Martha than Mary. Most of us
tend to be one or the other. Working like crazy and wearing a scowl I can hear myself thinking, “Hey
sis, how about helping out a little?” What’s interesting is Martha doesn’t say anything directly to
Mary.  Here’s Luke 10.

Luke 10:40 Martha was distracted by the big dinner she was preparing. She came to
Jesus and said, "Lord, doesn't it seem unfair to you that my sister just sits here while I
do all the work? Tell her to come and help me."

She’s learned passive-aggressive well.  I mean, they’re sisters and Martha has already very clearly by
her body language and probably a sigh or two that she’s getting irritated, but Mary pretends not to
notice.  

If you are a natural “doer” you have to guard against judging those who serve the Lord in other ways.
On the other hand, if you value long, deep conversations more than checking off tasks, don’t think
you’re better.  Jesus had to correct Martha’s thinking. 

Luke 10:41 the Lord said to her, "My dear Martha, you are worried and upset over all
these details!  42 There is only one thing worth being concerned about. Mary has
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discovered it, and it will not be taken away from her."

Notice Jesus didn’t tell Martha to become Mary – just to value her choice and think about what’s
really important – and don’t be a grump because your sister doesn’t think like you. 

Martha must have taken the Lord’s counsel to heart because here at Simon’s house, in John 12,
there’s no hint of stress between the sisters.  Martha is catering the meal while Mary is still sitting
next to Jesus – just like before. But this time she’s getting ready to do something she’s been planning
ever since Jesus raised her brother Lazarus from the dead. But as Mary produced the flask of perfume
and broke the seal, someone else in the room wasn’t happy. Isn’t that the way it works? She didn’t
have to worry about Martha’s dour attitude anymore – but there was another critic. 

Seems like there’s always another, doesn’t it? You give your time, your energy,  your money – you
put it all on the line and then someone (often someone who is not lifting a finger to help) has the gall
to criticize. 

• Nobody else would coach the team. You didn’t have time either but you said you’d do it for
just one season. You’re three years into it and some parent who always shows up late and has
never even brought after-game snacks complains because they want their kid to have more
playing time. 

• You said you’d do costumes for the play but you had no idea how many theyd need! And to
top it off, at rehearsal a mom complains about how her daughter’s costume fit. 

• Sadly, it also happens at church. You didn’t ask to lead the ministry. You were just a little less
reluctant than others. Carefully, hesitantly, you put your toe in the water and a crocodile bit it
off.  “Why did you do it that way?” or “I liked the way we did it before.” 

 Listen carefully... Criticism often says more about the accuser than the problem.  Mary does
something she’s been planning for months. She shows Jesus how much she appreciates him.  But a
guy named Judas is watching. He’s one of Jesus’ disciples and he objected.  Verse 4. 

 
John 12:4 But one of the 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. 

Let me suggest five things to do when you get criticism: 
 

1) Do a quick “heart-check.” Are your motives right? Do you do what was right.  If not, admit you
were wrong, make restitution and humbly ask forgiveness. You actually gain credibility by admitting
errors.  If your motives and actions were right, #2
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 2) Ask yourself what your accuser has lost or what they fear losing. That often reveals the real issue.
Often people who criticize feel like they are losing something they value – money, influence, or
recognition, perhaps. 

 3) Refuse to dwell on the particular words used by the critic.  This is especially important if the
criticism was an email or a text message.  Just don’t go there.  It only compounds the issue. Practice
Phil 4 “whatever is pure, whatever is right, think about these things.”

 4) Consider the source. I say this carefully, but let’s face it. Some people are just negative and
difficult.  I hope that’s not you.  Don’t be a person others describe by rolling their eyes. “Oh, that’s
just so-and-so.” He’s always that way or she’s always that way.” 

 5) Remember that ultimately you want to please Christ alone.  

Last Wednesday in our elder Bible study we read Colossians 3:17 Whatever you do in word or deed,
do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus.  Mary pours out this concentrated perfume worth a whole
year’s wages (think about that). 

• Think how many poor people she could have fed. 
• Think about how many orphans she could have sponsored,
• Think how many water purifying filters that could have bought
• How many malaria-preventing mosquito nets that amount could have provided. 

Couldn’t Mary have sprinkled just an ounce or two on Jesus and then sold the rest to buy blankets for
the homeless? If you relate in any way to Judas’ criticism, listen carefully. 

Penny-pinching does not equal piety. Nobody could criticize Ebenezer Scrooge for wasting hard-
earned money. He knew the value of money. If you want to be absolutely sure you never money, don’t
give any away.  Don’t support any missionary because sometimes missionaries waste time (and they
might even go out to a nice restaurant and see a movie with the money).  Don’t give to the church
because how do you know – especially with our fairly loose structure – you can’t be sure every person
spending a dollar is 100 cent’s worth? Better not give. 

The Bible talks a lot about our obligation to the poor but – it’s interesting – very little about making
sure the people you give to have the same frugal standards you do. If we’re going to err – and we will
– let’s err on the side of generosity, not tight-fists. 

Judas wanted everyone to think he was concerned about stewardship. John’s brutally honest
commentary tells us it was not stewardship but pure greed that motivated him. Sometimes Christians
are just cheap. 

Teach your children generosity. Model sacrificial giving – and encourage them to give, too. Typically,
you’ll have one possessive child and another who would give away everything they have. The trick is
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not teaching hard and fast rules, but developing a generous and discerning spirit in your children and
grandchildren. 

I’ll never forget sitting in church next to an older lady and her grown daughter. When the offering
basket came around the daughter dropped in a $10 bill. Her mother was shocked and said much
louder than I’m sure she intended, “You’re supposed to put in just a dollar,” as she snatched the ten
out of the basket and replaced it with two ones. 

In John 12:8 Jesus told Judas to just back off. Verse 8.  

John 12:7 "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."

Meanwhile, outside Simon’s house, a crowd gathered. They wanted to see, not just Jesus, but Lazarus.
Not every day you get to see someone who was dead walking around. This attention greatly
displeased the religious leaders. Verse 10 says – 

 
John 12:10 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. 

Two final thoughts to wrap this story up. 
  

First, give yourself to God. Everything else will follow. 

You can come to church and belt out every song. You could empty your bank account giving to the
poor. You could serve until you nearly collapse but you if you haven’t first yielded your life to Christ
it counts for nothing. God wants your heart – first. That’s why Paul wrote in Romans 12,   

 
Romans 12:1 I plead with you to give your bodies to God because of all he has done for
you. Let them be a living and holy sacrifice -- the kind he will find acceptable. This is
truly the way to worship him. 

Give yourself. That’s the first thing. And then ...

Give extravagantly. Give with abandonment and joy! 2 Corinthians 9:6 is not just for building
programs. 

2 Corinthians 9:6  Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and
whoever sows generously will also reap generously. 7 Each one should give what he has
decided in his heart to give , not out of regret or compulsion. For God loves a cheerful
giver.
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Whether it’s money, or time, of gifts of service, give your best. Be the over achiever – for Christ
whether it’s changing a tire – or taking someone to a doctor appointment put on a smile. That is your
jar of perfume. Pour it out. All of it. 

• Janet Brown does this every week. Every Thurs or Friday Janet jots a note on Cornerstone’s
Facebook page  – I need three more people to bring snacks. Or, sometimes it's a little more
urgent, "Help, I need five more people."  Is the snack table important – it's part of who we are
you know! Just ask any of the kids.  Every Sunday we have an extravagant spread. 

• And Dean and Pat – they've been doing coffee for as long as we've been a church. They always
spoil us with the first gallon from Starbucks. I wonder how much money they’ve spent on
Cornerstone coffee in 16 years? Always with joy. Always with a heart of service. Same with
Nancy Perkins – and George. Faithful, servant-hearted people. 

• Right now Ginny is planting God's Word in the hearts of Tater Tots - she does it every
Sunday. Did you hear that? Every Sunday! I don't know how she does it. Last Sunday I
bungled my way through one time in Kids Klub and I was exhausted. 

• If you’re a numbers person, do numbers with joy.   I had to write up a formal job offer for
Shauna moving part-time to full-time. Numbers are not my thing. If I had my way we would
barter everything – no money, no numbers. I totally messed up the numbers. Poor Shauna  but
Ryan Jones actually likes numbers. So does my wife. I don’t get it. First ten years of our
marriage I did all the bills and taxes – I hated it and we were both miserable. She’s done the
last 33. Relief! So much better. 

• Some of you do it with a meal after surgery. Kathy Obrist . . . constantly serving out of her
kitchen. A meal is a big deal.

Every one of you who filled out a membership covenant a couple months ago listed at least one way
of serving in the church or community. When everybody gives extravagantly, the church community
thrives. 

Pray 
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