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John 12:1-8  

12 Six days before the Passover Jesus came to 

Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he had 

raised from the dead. 2 There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and 

Lazarus was one of those at the table with him. 3 Mary took a pound of costly 

perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with her 

hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 4 But Judas 

Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray him), 

said, 5 “Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the 

money given to the poor?” 6 (He said this not because he cared about the 

poor, but because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to 

steal what was put into it.) 7 Jesus said, “Leave her alone. She bought it so 

that she might keep it for the day of my burial. 8 You always have the poor 

with you, but you do not always have me.” 

This is the word of God. 

Stories of the prophets in the Old Testament stick with us.  How can we 

forget? 

 

 Ezekiel did all kinds of things to show the Israelite people what their 

future life would be like during exile – such as digging a hole in the 

wall around Jerusalem and exiting through it (this was to depict how 

the King of Judah would go into exile and be deported); Ezekiel also 

put the name of Jerusalem on a brick and built miniature siege walls, 

military camps and battering rams on the outside to show that 

Jerusalem would come under attack. 
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 Isaiah walked around naked for 3 years to show that the Assyrians 

would overtake the Egyptians and put them to shame. 

 Jeremiah wore a yoke of straps and bars around his neck to show 

Judah that they were to submit to King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon so 

that they would live and survive. 

 Jonah sat in the belly of a whale.  

 Hosea married a prostitute. 

 and we cannot forget Moses who dealt with the Israelites for 40 years 

in a wilderness and had his own unusual occurrences. 

The prophets of the Old Testament were under divine constraint for it was 

God who invited, summoned, and impelled the prophets to deliver their 
messages.  The goal of the prophets was to draw attention from as many 

people as possible so that everyone had the chance to hear from God. 

Were there prophets in the New Testament as well?  Yes, though fewer and 

without specific books written about them such as Agabus, a prophet from 
Jerusalem who spoke about what would happen to the Apostle Paul. 

Were their women prophets?  Yes.  In Acts 21 we hear that Philip the 
evangelist had four daughters who had the gift of prophecy.  Certainly Anna, 

who saw Jesus as a baby and told about the child who would be the 
redemption of Jerusalem, was a prophet. 

But now it is time for us to hear from an unnamed prophet – a woman 
named Mary.  While she does not have her own prophetic book, and while 

she is not named a ‘prophet of God’ she will do a very prophetic act.  An act, 
just like the other prophets, that would make people stop and say, “what is 

she doing?” or “how could she do such a thing?” or like Judas to espouse his 

feelings that this was a misuse of something that could have been sold. 

Jesus, who is on his way to Jerusalem, had stopped at the home of Martha, 

Mary and Lazarus to be fed and cared for, loved and accepted before he is 
starved and beaten, reviled and rejected.  Through the hands of his friends, 

he will receive the nurture that the human side of his soul needed. 

We understand this, don’t we?  When we are going through something 

difficult, the comfort of family and friends means everything.  I have known 
cancer patients who, when they were going through chemo, found comfort in 

meditation, massage, friends being near to talk with and to feel heard.   
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While I am not comparing our suffering to that of Jesus, clearly, as Jesus is 

going to Bethany on his way to Jerusalem to face difficult days ahead, his 
human side needed to be fed and cared for, loved and accepted.  Interesting 

to note that Jesus gained strength from the same resources that we do. 

In this place, among his friends and those Jesus would consider family, 

Jesus is fully loved with great devotion.  Mary does a very prophetic act one 

that will startle the disciples and shock others as she takes out a costly 

perfume made of nard.  Nard was kept for the anointing and preparing a 

body for burial – likely left from when the sisters had anointed their brother 

Lazarus.  Mary does 2 two acts that stuns and startles those in their 

company.   

 

 First, Mary lets down her hair which is something that only a married 

woman would do in private with her husband.  In that culture this was 

an intimate act of devotion and never meant to be viewed in public. 

 Second, she begins to anoint Jesus as if his body was already dead 

filling the house with a familiar aroma – an aroma people only smelled 

when a body was being prepared for burial.   

Both actions were a sign from God of the impending death of Jesus and to 

the devotion that is appropriate to the One who would suffer and die. 

Judas is the one who complains but, I am sure, that the others present and 

witnessing this act may have been shocked, confused, left with lots of 

questions – just as I would have been seeing Mary do this.  Perhaps it led to 

a lot of gossip. 

But our focus for today, isn’t the shocking actions of Mary; our focus for 

today is our own challenge to do what prophets do.  While I am not 

suggesting that we play with bricks, dig holes in walls, walk around naked 

for 3 years, wear a heavy yoke, marry a prostitute, or sit in the belly of a 

whale; I am suggesting that we can do what prophets do. 

Remember that prophets gave signs by their actions to show devotion to 

God.  Prophets gave signs to others of God’s love, care and interest in 

people.  Prophets gave signs to help others know about God and God’s 

desire for them.  Prophets educated people of God’s wisdom that led them to 

places of service. 
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One strong example this week of someone doing what prophets do came 

from acclaimed Bible teacher, evangelist and author Beth Moore.  Beth 

recently pulled away from her connection to the Southern Baptist 

Convention. Beth saw leaders in her denomination promoting unchristian 

values.  Her leaving was her sign, her action to show that what she saw in 

scripture was different than the messages the larger church conference was 

saying.  She could no longer stand with a denomination that she saw 

promoting acts of sexism (being a strong advocate of women who are 

abused), and racism (where even their pastors of color are leaving).  Now, is 

the Southern Baptist Convention the only entity that could be guilty of this?  

Certainly not.  But, like Mary, Beth’s actions made a statement about the 

value of women and people of color that the whole world heard. 

Here it is in a nutshell, if prophets give these sort of signs – so can we.  I 

will suggest to you that we are prophetic when we: 

 love extravagantly and without judgment.  

 act in ways that people see, feel and smell God’s grace radiating from 

us,  

 lavish care and concern on others (even those we may have 

disagreements with) so that they can feel God’s love, care and 

concern through us, 

 give, not counting the cost to us personally. 

In doing any of these things acts and more, we do prophetic work.  We act 

out truths of God for everyone to see.  We deliver a message, just as Mary 

did, that we love God in Jesus Christ, and we long to show His great love to 

others.   

Where in each of our journeys of Lent will you be open to being a prophet 

from God? 

Let us pray, Holy God of all, we give you thanks for prophets.  We continue 

to be taught by the prophets of the Old and New Testaments about how 

important it is for us to be open to hear Your voice.  Help us to know that we 

too are invited, summoned, and impelled by Your Holy Spirit to deliver Your 

messages.  Give us courage to speak, to act when, like Mary, it may indeed 

surprise those around us.  Amen   


