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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

There is a remarkable difference between John’s account of the Triumphal Entry and that of the other Gospel writers.  
The last event they record before Jesus entered Jerusalem was his passing through Jericho eighteen miles away.  They draw no connection between what happened there and in Jerusalem.  The Triumphal Entry stands on its own.  
John is very different.  He records what happened when Jesus was just two miles outside of Jerusalem in Bethany, because there were immediate connections between what happened there and in Jerusalem.  

Where the other Gospels emphasize how Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem identified him as Messiah, John’s focus is different.  His point is to preserve the lesson that Jesus taught and the example that will be recounted until the end of the world.  
Since John preserves all this as a story, I want us to hear the text as a story, then draw the lesson, and finally, point to the example. 
John 12: 1-10

 1Six days before the Passover, Jesus arrived at Bethany, where Lazarus lived, whom Jesus had raised from the dead. 2Here a dinner was given in Jesus' honor. Martha served, while Lazarus was among those reclining at the table with him. 3Then Mary took about a pint[a] 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. 

 4But one of his 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.[b]" 6He 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. 

 7"Leave her alone," Jesus replied. " It was intended that she should save this perfume for the day of my burial. 8You will always have the poor among you, but you will not always have me." 

 9Meanwhile a large crowd of Jews found out that Jesus was there and came, not only because of him but also to see Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead. 10So the chief priests made plans to kill Lazarus as well, 11for on account of him many of the Jews were going over to Jesus and putting their faith in him. 

It comes as no surprise that Jesus’ arrival at Bethany sparked a big celebration.  In recent weeks, he had raised Lazarus from the dead.  There were two celebrities, then.  There was Jesus who had performed the miracle, and Lazarus, who was the miracle.  
We know from other gospels that Jesus was close to Lazarus and his two sisters, Martha and Mary.  True to what we know of them from earlier encounters, as Martha scurried about to serve Jesus, Mary remained as near him as she dared.

This feast was probably as elaborate as any wedding.  There was much to celebrate!  Prayers, toasts and gifts would have been in order.  But no one could have anticipated what Mary was about to do. 

I don’t know if you have ventured into Macy’s lately to check the prices on perfume.  I am sad to report they have not gone down.  Perfume remains so expensive that it is sold by the ounce or even the half ounce.  For such a few whiffs, you can expect to pay anywhere from $50 to $150.

In ancient times, perfume was far more expensive.  In today’s dollars, the perfume Mary held cost $1,500 per ounce.  The bottle she held contained twelve ounces.  It was worth $18,000.  
Mary poured $18,000 worth of perfume on his feet. It streamed from his feet, puddled on the floor, and then evaporated.  Foolish girl!  
Then she unbound her hair in public – like a prostitute – and used it to wipe Jesus’ feet.  Immoral woman! 

Judas voiced the indignation many must have been feeling.  Such a waste!  That perfume could have been used to help relieve poverty, clean up the environment, resolve the crisis over sub-prime mortgages.  
In reality Judas was a thief as well as ministry treasurer.  He stole from the coin pouch.  So he was furious at Mary.  She had cost him.
Now it was Jesus’ turn to be indignant.  “Leave her alone!”  This perfume was intended to prepare Jesus’ body for burial.  Mary’s act was not frivolous – not to Jesus.  It was prophetic as well as an extraordinary display of love that Jesus received.  
John doesn’t tell us if anyone was paying attention.  People continued crowding in to see Lazarus, the living miracle, and then putting faith in Jesus.
John 12: 12 –19

 12The next day the great crowd that had come for the Feast heard that Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. 13They took palm branches  and went out to meet him, shouting, 
   "Hosanna!" 
   "Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!" 
   "Blessed is the King of Israel!" 

14Jesus found a young donkey and sat upon it, as it is written, 
 15"Do not be afraid, O Daughter of Zion; 
      see, your king is coming, 
      seated on a donkey's colt."[e] 

 16At first his disciples did not understand all this. Only after Jesus was glorified did they realize that these things had been written about him and that they had done these things to him. 
 17Now the crowd that was with him when he called Lazarus from the tomb and raised him from the dead continued to spread the word. 18Many people, because they had heard that he had given this miraculous sign, went out to meet him. 19 So the Pharisees said to one another, "See, this is getting us nowhere. Look how the whole world has gone after him!" 

Do you see how Jesus’ raising of Lazarus impacted his welcome at Jerusalem?  People were spreading the news, so others were believing in him.  
Had the prophet Ezekiel not predicted that the coming of the Son of David to raise up Israel would be like a valley of dry bones being raised from the dead?  Had Jesus not done that very thing for Lazarus?  Was this not a sign from God that the nation’s deliverer had come?

“Look how the whole world has gone after him!”  The Pharisees beheld the effect of Jesus’ miracle, in fact of all his miracles as embodied in the greatest.  The entire nation was affected.  Little did the Pharisees realize that their exaggerated observation would prove to be prophetic.  

John 12: 20 -- 26

20Now there were some Greeks among those who went up to worship at the Feast. 21They came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, with a request. "Sir," they said, "we would like to see Jesus." 22Philip went to tell Andrew; Andrew and Philip in turn told Jesus. 

 23Jesus replied, "The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. 24I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. 25The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. 26Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who serves me. 

Here John does not tell us why the Greeks wanted to see Jesus.  The important thing is that they wanted to.  In them, the world was waiting in the wings for Jesus even as Israel rejected him.  

Through his life, teaching and miracles, Jesus had given so much to Israel.  Could he share himself with the whole world?  Did he have anything for them?
To this inquiry Jesus answered, “The hours has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.”  Like a kernel of wheat, to give the full measure of life he had to give, he must die.  

If the raising of dead Lazarus made Jesus a national hero and attracted the hope of a nation, what would his own dying and rising in glory make him, but conqueror of death, giver of life, and hope of the world? 
Like the seed, his dying into the earth would be the first stage of reproducing his life, eternal life, everywhere.

Jesus’ miracle of raising Lazarus had fueled joy and praise as he entered Jerusalem.  But this gift of life was nothing, nothing compared to what was to come.  The joy and praise he received was nothing compared to the coming joy and praise of the whole world.  

This was his purpose.  So that when he entered Jerusalem, he was coming to die, his own body bearing the fragrance of burial.  

That is the story, now for the lesson.

Jesus did not limit his words to himself but extended them.  What is true of Jesus is true of his disciples:  “The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life.  Whoever serves me must follow me.”
I ask you, hear Jesus’ call to discipleship this Palm Sunday.  When Jesus entered Jerusalem that Palm Sunday, he was welcomed by those who saw him as the solution to their problems.  Just as today people are drawn to Jesus as the solution to this or that problem.  They came near to him, but as soon as the problem goes away or when it does not disappear, they fall away.  The crowd disperses.

The truth is, it is not those who welcome Jesus who are his disciples.  It is those who follow him.  Jesus came to save your soul.  The need that must be felt before anyone will follow him as the Savior is their own soul’s need for salvation and the oppressive effect of sin.  Only then do they recognize him for who he is, the Savior of souls, and truly follow him.

Jesus’ words were a form of warning to his welcomers:  “Whoever serves me must follow me.”  He does not accept being a person of interest or even admiration.  He insist that he be the subject of deepest devotion.  To follow him is eternal life.
Those who do stand out from the crowd.  In fact they are not even part of the crowd.  
This is the lesson, now the example.

Of everyone described in this passage Mary alone is portrayed as the true disciple.  She alone blessed him.  She offered him the joy of complete acceptance.
She embraced him as fully and humbly as a human being could.  She was not of the crowd.  She made no attempt to make him a different Savior from the Savior he is.  She was not after him to identify with her to take up her cause.  She was out to identify  with him and enter into his purpose.  If that meant identifying with him in his suffering and dying, the cost was not too high.
In anointing Jesus’ feet as she did and wiping them with her hair, it is so clear the only honor that concerned her heart was her honoring of Jesus.  If that cost her reputation, so be it.  If that meant she would be dismissed as a fool, no matter.

This Palm Sunday, could we pause to look at our own life in light of Mary?  
How do I worship?  How do I pray?  Like the crowd looking at him to identify with them and solve their problems, or like Mary at Jesus’ feet, seeking to identify with him and simply determined to love him for who he is and what he has done?

How do I live?  How much devotion is too much?  How much sacrifice is too much?  In our passage John draws the sharpest contrast between Mary and Judas.  Judas is the spirit of this world.  Any costly devotion to Christ is too much, a distraction from the pressing problems that demand attention, now!    
Isn’t that the argument we constantly hear?  You don’t have time to pray, hear the Lord speak to us through the written word, worship.  Get practical; do something about the mess.  But what is the truth?  Like Judas, we also are subject to the temptation to pilfer, steal, what rightly belongs to the Lord.  
When Mary broke that vial to poor out the perfume, she was pouring out her life for Jesus and no matter how it looked to others, it was not a waste.
Of her Jesus elsewhere said, Mary, “I tell you the truth, wherever the gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has done will also be told, in memory of her." (Mark 14:9)

Of you Jesus says, “My father will honor the one who serves me.”    Why wouldn’t we give to the Lord now the devotion we will surly give him when we see him face to face?
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