True Worship or a Waste?
John 12:1–11
How valuable is Jesus to you?
That is really the question in today’s passage.
In John chapter 12, two people are in the same room with Jesus.
They see the same Jesus. They sit at the same table.
But their hearts are completely different.
One person thinks, “Nothing is too precious to give to Jesus.”
The other person thinks, “What a waste!”
One is Mary. The other is Judas.
Through these two people, God asks us to look at our own hearts.
How valuable is Jesus to me?
1. When We Love Jesus, Our Worship Changes
In verses 1 and 2, Jesus comes back to Bethany.
This is the village where Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead.
A dinner is prepared for Jesus.
Martha is serving.
This is very much like Martha.
She serves. She works. She prepares the food.
Serving is very important in God’s kingdom.
We need faithful people who are willing to serve.
Lazarus is also sitting at the table.
Only a short time before this, Lazarus was in a tomb.
He was dead.
But now he is sitting at the table and having dinner with Jesus.
His life itself is a testimony.
Martha is serving. Lazarus is witnessing. Mary is worshipping.
They are doing different things, but Jesus is at the centre of everything.
Then, in verse 3, Mary does something very special.
She brings very expensive perfume made from pure nard.
She pours it on Jesus’ feet.
Then she wipes His feet with her hair.
John tells us,
“The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.”
Try to imagine that moment.
Everyone in the room could smell the perfume.
This perfume was extremely expensive.
Judas says it could have been sold for three hundred denarii.
That was almost one year’s wages for an ordinary worker.
It may have been one of the most valuable things Mary owned.
Mary could have opened the bottle and used only a few drops.
She could have saved the rest.
But she did not do that.
She poured it all out.
Why?
Because to Mary, Jesus was more valuable than the perfume.
That is the heart of worship.
True worship begins when we understand how valuable Jesus is.
Mary had listened to Jesus.
Earlier in the Gospels, we see Mary sitting close to Jesus and listening to His words.
She knew His teaching.
She had seen what Jesus had done for her family.
Most importantly, only a short time before this, she had seen Jesus raise her brother Lazarus from the dead.
She had heard Jesus say,
“I am the resurrection and the life.”
And now the One who is the resurrection and the life was standing in front of her.
Mary looked at Jesus and perhaps thought, “How precious He is!”
Suddenly, the expensive perfume did not seem so expensive anymore.
This is very important.
Whether something looks like a waste or not depends on how valuable Jesus is to you.
If Jesus is only a small part of my life, giving my time to Him may feel like a waste.
Prayer may feel like a waste of time.
Reading the Bible may feel like a waste of time.
Serving other people may feel like a waste.
Preparing something for church or our small group may feel like a waste.
But when we truly understand who Jesus is and what He has done for us, our thinking begins to change.
We begin to say,
“Jesus, You gave Your life for me. How can anything I give You be too much?”
That is why Mary gave Jesus her most precious thing.
So we need to ask ourselves:
What is precious to me?
Is it my time?
My money?
My job?
My reputation?
My comfort?
My relationships?
My plans for the future?
Where am I pouring these things?
Because where we give our best time, our best energy, our deepest thoughts, and our greatest resources often shows what we truly worship.
We may say, “Jesus is number one in my life.”
But our calendar may tell a different story.
Our bank account may tell a different story.
The way we use our phone may tell a different story.
Our thoughts may tell a different story.
Mary’s worship was not only words.
She poured out something precious.
She also wiped Jesus’ feet with her hair.
This was an act of deep humility.
She was not thinking, “What will people think about me?”
She was focused on Jesus.
True worship sometimes makes us forget about ourselves because our eyes are fixed on Christ.
Sometimes we come to worship, but our minds are thinking about many things other than Jesus.
“Did someone send me a message?”
“Is there anything interesting on my phone?”
“What am I going to eat after church?”
“Did that person reply to me?”
But Mary had only one focus.
Jesus.
When Jesus becomes precious to us, our worship changes.
Our attention changes.
Our priorities change.
The way we use our money changes.
The way we use our time changes.
Even the way we treat other people changes.
And then something beautiful happens.
John says,
“The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.”
Mary poured the perfume on Jesus, but everyone in the house could smell it.
This is a beautiful picture of the Christian life.
When we truly love Jesus, the fragrance does not remain only between Jesus and us.
It spreads.
Our family experiences it.
Our friends experience it.
Our workmates experience it.
Our classmates experience it.
Our church experiences it.
When we spend time with Jesus, love Him, and obey Him, the beauty of Jesus slowly begins to appear through our lives.
People may begin to notice.
“You used to get angry so easily. What happened?”
“You seem different.”
“Why did you forgive that person?”
“Why do you serve people like that?”
“How can you have peace in this difficult situation?”
That is the fragrance of Christ.
So remember and think deeply about the amazing love of Jesus, who first gave Himself for us.
Then the fragrance of His love will naturally begin to flow through our lives.
2. When We Do Not Know the Value of Jesus, We Judge by the Values of the World
Now Judas sees exactly the same event.
He sees Mary pouring out the perfume.
He smells the same fragrance.
But his response is completely different.
He says,
“Why wasn’t this perfume sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?”
That sounds very spiritual, doesn’t it?
It sounds like Judas really cares about poor people.
But John tells us the truth.
Judas did not say this because he cared about the poor.
Judas was a thief.
He was in charge of the money bag, and he used to take money from it for himself.
This is frightening.
Judas knew how to use spiritual words to hide an unspiritual heart.
He talked about helping the poor.
But inside his heart was greed.
He wanted money.
The same thing can happen to us.
Sometimes the real problem inside us is fear, but we say, “There is nothing I can do about the situation.”
Sometimes the real problem is that Jesus is no longer our first priority, but we simply say, “I am too busy.”
Sometimes we even criticise another person’s devotion to Jesus because their devotion makes us uncomfortable about our own lack of devotion.
That was Judas.
Mary looked at Jesus and saw His value.
Judas looked at the perfume and saw its price.
He thought, “How much money is this worth?”
That is the difference.
Mary poured out what belonged to her.
Judas stole what had been given to Jesus.
Mary loved Jesus more than money.
Judas loved money more than Jesus.
And eventually, Judas sold Jesus for thirty pieces of silver.
Think about how tragic that is.
To Mary, Jesus was worth more than one year’s wages.
But Judas put a price of only thirty pieces of silver on Jesus.
Both Mary and Judas heard Jesus teach.
Both of them saw His miracles.
But only one of them understood how precious Jesus really was.
Being physically close to Jesus does not automatically mean that our hearts belong to Him.
We can come to church.
We can sing worship songs.
We can listen to sermons.
We can serve.
We can even have important responsibilities in the church.
But the important question is:
What does my heart truly desire?
When Judas complains about Mary, Jesus gives a very strong command.
“Leave her alone.”
Jesus protects Mary.
Why?
Because Jesus knew her heart.
Other people saw wasted perfume.
Jesus saw true worship.
Other people saw unnecessary spending.
Jesus saw Mary’s sincere love.
Jesus then connects Mary’s action with His coming burial.
Mary probably did not understand everything that was going to happen.
But Jesus knew.
The cross was only a few days away.
Soon Jesus would give His life.
And Mary’s perfume became part of the preparation for His burial.
There is something very beautiful here.
Mary poured out something precious for Jesus.
But soon Jesus would pour out something infinitely more precious for Mary.
His own life.
Ephesians 5:2 tells us that Christ gave Himself for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.
Mary poured out perfume.
Jesus poured out His blood.
Mary gave something worth almost one year’s wages.
Jesus gave His life.
Mary’s sacrifice was great.
But Christ’s sacrifice was infinitely greater.
That is why Christian worship is not mainly about what we give to Jesus.
Worship begins by remembering what Jesus has already given to us.
He gave Himself.
On the cross Jesus did not say, “This is too much.”
He did not calculate how much we deserved.
He gave Himself completely.
When we understand this love, our question changes.
Instead of asking, “How much do I have to give Jesus?” we begin to ask,
“Jesus, after everything You have done for me, how can I live for You?”
3. A Life That Has Truly Met Jesus Has a Different Fragrance
There are several different kinds of people in this passage.
And it is almost as if each person has a different kind of “smell.”
Mary’s life is filled with the fragrance of worship.
Judas’ heart is filled with the smell of greed.
And the religious leaders are filled with hatred and the desire to kill.
Because many people started believing in Jesus because of Lazarus, the chief priests even decided that Lazarus must die.
Think about that.
Jesus gives life.
But they want to kill both Jesus and Lazarus.
The hearts of religious leaders had become so hard that even the miracle of resurrection did not lead them to worship Jesus.
Instead, it led them to murder.
The same Jesus can stand before different people, and they can respond in completely different ways.
Mary worships. Judas calculates. The religious leaders plan to kill.
So the real question is:
How am I responding to Jesus?
What kind of fragrance comes from my life?
When people spend time with me, what do they experience?
Do they experience the fragrance of Christ?
Or do they mainly smell my ambition?
My anger?
My pride?
My complaining?
My love of money?
My desire to be recognised by others?
My selfishness?
This is a question I also need to ask myself.
What kind of fragrance do I bring into my home?
When I come home, does the atmosphere become warmer?
Or does everyone become more nervous and uncomfortable?
What fragrance do I bring to my workplace?
What fragrance do I bring to the university?
What fragrance do I bring to church?
What fragrance do I bring into my relationships?
The fragrance of Christ comes from spending time with Jesus.
It comes from knowing Him.
It comes from having a relationship with Him.
It comes from putting our lives into His hands.
Now let us return to the question we asked at the beginning.
How valuable is Jesus to you?
To Judas, Mary’s perfume was a waste.
To Mary, it was worship.
Sometimes we may think,
“I have already served enough.”
“I have already given enough.”
“I have already spent enough time at church.”
“I have already helped that person.”
“Why should I do more?”
Sometimes these can be reasonable questions.
We all need rest and wisdom. But underneath them there may be a deeper question:
Do I still see Jesus as precious?
Because when Jesus becomes small in our eyes, every sacrifice looks big.
But when Jesus becomes great in our eyes, even a big sacrifice begins to look small.
Think about the cross.
Jesus gave His life for you.
He carried your sins.
He received the judgement that you deserved.
He opened the way for you to come to God.
He gives you eternal life.
He gives you the hope of resurrection.
He calls you His own.
What could be more precious than Jesus?
Even your own life cannot be more precious than the One who gave His life to save you.
Conclusion
There was one bottle of perfume.
Mary opened it.
And she poured it all out.
Some people in the room probably thought, “What a waste!”
But Jesus saw it differently.
In Matthew and Mark, Jesus says that wherever the gospel is preached, what this woman did will also be remembered.
And now, about two thousand years later, we are still talking about Mary.
The perfume disappeared a long time ago.
The house in Bethany is gone.
Mary has also passed away.
But her act of worship is still speaking to us today.
Why?
Because nothing truly given to Jesus is ever wasted.
Time given to Jesus is not wasted.
Love given to Jesus is not wasted.
Money given according to His will is not wasted.
Serving people for Jesus is not wasted.
Praying for someone for many years is not wasted.
Sharing the gospel is not wasted.
Giving your life to Christ is never a waste.
So perhaps today Jesus is asking each of us:
“What are you holding in your hands?”
What is your bottle of perfume?
Is it your time?
Your future?
Your money?
Your ability?
Your career?
Your plans?
Your pride?
Your comfort?
Your heart?
I pray that we will freely pour these things out before Jesus.
May we say,
“Jesus, You are worthy.
You are worthy of my time.
You are worthy of what I have.
You are worthy of my future.
You are worthy of my whole life.”
When we give our hearts to Jesus, the fragrance of Jesus will fill our homes, our church, our workplaces, our university, and every place where God sends us.
So once again, let me ask you:
How valuable is Jesus to you?
Amen.
Application — Let Us Live This Way This Week
Application 1
Look at where you are pouring out the things that are most valuable to you.
Think about your schedule, your spending, and what fills your thoughts.
Ask yourself:
“Is Jesus really first in my heart?”
This week, give one of the best parts of your time to Jesus first.
Spend time reading His Word.
Spend time in prayer.
Or use that time to serve Him and others.
Application 2
Do not judge another person because you think they are not devoted enough.
Instead, look into your own heart.
Ask yourself:
“Is there selfishness or greed hidden inside me?”
Pray for that person.
Love them.
And patiently wait for them with love.
Application 3
Leave the fragrance of Christ in your mokjang and in the lives of people around you.
Choose one person this week and show that person practical love.
You might prepare some food.
You might pray for them.
You might send an encouraging message.
Choose one person and serve them in a real and practical way.
Let the fragrance of Jesus spread through your life.
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