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On Friday I was able to observe something that I have not observed in quite a long time, a typical youth worship gathering, and am now able to report what I noticed to be the very latest in contemporary worship.  The music was what you would expect in a gathering such as this.  The use of modern technology to blow up the words on the big screen was nothing new.  However, here is what I noticed to be a new twist, and one, I might add, that I sort of like.  As we sang the last couple of songs of the day, I noticed that the only words that were capitalized were names or attributes of Jesus.  The opening words of a verse or sentence were not capitalized unless they referred to Him.  The first person singular pronoun “I” was in lower case as well.  I am not sure of the motive for this.  It could be nothing more than the popularity of text messaging.  Many do not use caps in texting.  But regardless of the motive, while this might not make for proper English, it does make for proper theology!  Christ was magnified above everything else.


What was not as refreshing was how I noticed many of the young people raising their hands.  It is not the raising of the hands in worship that is the issue.  This does not make one a flaming charismatic.  It can be a genuine show of emotion in worship.  That is fine.  But why is it that in a worship setting like this, the only time we find one having these outbursts of emotion is during a song?  Couple that with rows of young people making their way down to the front to get as close to the action as possible.  Again, I have no problem with the emotive aspect of worship.  But why do they only come down during the music?  Why don’t we see the same emotion during the offering or in the reading of Scripture?  Why don’t we see the same geographical movement during the preaching?  I will admit that I would be quite taken aback if in the middle of my preaching rows of young people began to have the excitement they show during a song!  (By the way, it happened in Whitefield’s day.)  


Please do not misunderstand me.  I am not suggesting that you raise your hands or have some other type of emotive outburst this morning. Nor am I suggesting that these young people were not genuinely worshiping Christ.  I certainly was through what I consider to be biblical, Christ-centered lyrics in the songs the band played.  But I caught myself wanting to ask some of those young people, “What constitutes real worship?”  Again, my purpose is not to discount the emotional aspect of worship.  We cannot worship without the emotions.  But what is real worship?  Further, what was really the object of their worship?  To focus on the elements or form or style of a worship service at the expense of the object of real worship is what has caused the church in many places today to lose its way.  What we see in our text this morning is that the only worship acceptable to Christ is found in nothing less than a whole-hearted devotion to Him.  One has not truly worshiped if their passion, emotion, knowledge, spirit, and attention is on anything other than the person of Jesus Christ and the redemption that is found in Him alone.

I.   The Temporal Cause of the Anointing (14:1-2, 10-11) 


In v. 8 Jesus stated that this woman had anointed Him “beforehand for the burial.”  We will return to that in a moment.  Here I want us to see that this anointing or preparation is what lies at the heart of this text.  This was not just any anointing.  It was an understanding on the part of this woman that Jesus was going to be buried very soon.  “Burial” suggests His impending death.  But before we get to the woman, we need to see the unknowing participants in God’s sovereign plan for His Son, the ones who had Jesus put to death.


It has been a while since we heard from the chief priests and the scribes, at least according to our calendars.  We last saw them at the end of Mark 12 prior to Jesus departure from the temple for the last time.  This would have been before Christmas in our sermons.  However, only a day had elapsed in real time since Jesus had last seen them.


With this in mind, we are not at all surprised by Mark’s narrative concerning the condition of these men’s hearts towards Jesus Christ.  They had wanted to kill Jesus for some time.  All the way back in Mark 3, when Jesus healed the man’s withered hand on the Sabbath, they began to conspire how they might destroy Him (3:6).  Their hatred intensified when Jesus cleared the Temple just a few days prior to this after riding into Jerusalem on the colt (11:18).  In jealous rage, these chief priests and scribes and Pharisees actively began looking for ways to get rid of Him.  They would have arrested Him in Mark 12 when Jesus plainly told them that they had rejected the chief Cornerstone.  But for the fear of men they let Him be.


There are a couple of things to note about these men from these verses.


1.  Their secrecy (v. 1)


I believe that one of the most interesting aircraft currently in operation in our military is the B-2 bomber, otherwise known as the “stealth” bomber.  The material used to construct the plane allows it to absorb radio waves that are used in radar detection.  The shape of the plane qualifies it to be one of the ugliest planes ever constructed.  However, its shape is as important as the constructive material.  Because of its flat, thin shape and rounded cockpit and nose construction, radio waves are deflected in all different directions.  What this means is that this airplane is virtually undetectable by enemy radar devices and allows our military to perform maneuvers in secrecy.  Of course, this is a valuable tool to use against our adversaries.


That describes the modus operandi of these religious leaders against their adversary, Jesus Christ.  They were, Mark wrote, “seeking how to seize Him by stealth.”  How sad it is to even suggest that Jesus was their adversary, their enemy, but that is the truth.  It is sad because He had come for them!  He had come that they might have life, and have it more abundantly.  We know this from John 1:11, “He came to His own, and those who were His own did not receive Him.”  


William Hendriksen asks the question, “But is this not shocking?  A dirty plot devised by Israel’s leaders?  By priests, scribes, and elders?  Yes indeed!”
  Shocking, yes.  But this describes the heart of all men who have not received Christ.  They are at enmity with Him.  They are no different than these men, who were merely the earthly instigators in the death of Christ.  You see, it is the sin of man that is the ultimate cause of Christ’s death.  


Because of this enmity, these men were plotting how they might take Jesus by surprise.  But they did not just want “to seize Him.”  Their intent was clear.  They wanted to “kill Him.” Because of their hatred and their jealousy, Jesus had become the religious leaders public enemy #1.  But why the secrecy?  If they were right in their assessment of Christ and their rejection of Him, if He was guilty of any of the things these accusers brought against Him, then why did they not, as the religious leaders, the shepherd of the people that were to guard the flock against wolves like Jesus, why did they not take Him in public view in mass celebration before all of the people?  They did not do it publicly at this time, and sought the secrecy, because they did not want to create trouble for themselves.  This is apparent in v. 2.
2. Their fear (of man) (v. 2)

I can assure you that if the day comes when Osama bin Laden is captured it will be all over the news for the world to see.  What joy we had when we saw those pictures of Suddam Hussein captured in his hideout some years ago.  Within hours of his capture, our public enemy was put on every television screen, not just in the U.S., but around the globe.  Secrecy was not our concern.  


But that is not he case with these men.  They feared an uprising among the crowd which had swelled to record numbers in Jerusalem on that day.  It was the time of Passover, the time when all Jews who were able made the pilgrimage to the festival that was a covenant celebration to remember how God had delivered them from slavery and bondage in Egypt.  These very priests would make sacrifice on behalf of the people, taking a lamb and slaughtering it to atone for their sins.  Do you not see the irony here?  These priests did have the Lamb of God slaughtered!  That Lamb stood before them on this day, and they were seeking to have Him put to death – but not as a sacrifice, but as a criminal!  Because of the wickedness of these men, Jesus Christ became our great High Priest, both the Mediator and the sacrifice.


But again, these men had no notion that they were simply fulfilling the decrees of God that He had preordained before the foundation of the world.  These cowards sought secrecy because they feared what the crowd might do.  Jesus did have a great following and to take Him now might cause a riot.  So their plan was to wait until the people had returned to their homes and when all was safe, then they would nab Him.  


These men got what they wanted sooner than even they expected.  We see in verses 11-12 that a gift was dumped in their laps even before the end of that day.  “Then Judas Iscariot, who was one of the twelve, went off to the chief priests in order to betray Him to them.  They were glad when they heard this, and promised to give him money. And he began seeking how to betray Him at an opportune time.”  We will see more of Judas and the betrayal in the coming weeks.  Here we simply note the striving of these men to have Jesus put to death at a time that was safe and convenient to them, “an opportune time.”  


Does not their secrecy and their fear of man condemn them?  If they were right, then why the secrecy and why the fear?    

II.  The Spiritual Worship in the Anointing (14:3-9)

At this point, Mark introduces a story that provides a stark contrast to the conniving religious leaders.  Jesus and the others retired at Bethany, some two miles from Jerusalem, in the home of Simon the leper.  The assumption is that they were celebrating Jesus’ healing of this man from one of the more atrocious diseases of that day.  It is interesting to note that while the religious leaders, the designated shepherds of the flock, were in their high cotton in Jerusalem, Jesus was in amongst the riff raff.  In the account from John we read earlier we learn that the resurrected Lazarus was present along with his sisters, Mary and Martha.


Then a remarkable thing happens.  A woman, who Mark does not identify but John does as Mary, breaks open a jar of expensive perfume and pours it over the head of Jesus, an act of anointing.  John adds that she poured it on Jesus’ feet and wiped it with her hair.  Unlike the religious leaders, Mary gave no thought as to what others thought and demonstrates her love and compassion for Jesus.  Kent Hughes notes, “It was an intensely fervent expression of devotion, as fervent as found anywhere in Scripture!”


1.  The reaction of the others (vv. 4-5)


Some of the others became indignant.  Mark says, “Some were indignantly remarking to one another, ‘Why has this perfume been wasted?  For this perfume might have been sold for over three hundred denarii, and the money given to the poor.’  And they were scolding her.”  John lets us know that Judas, the treasurer, was the one who instigated this reaction.  He, along with some of the others, knew that if the perfume was sold and the proceeds given to the poor, it would have done much good.  In today’s market it would have sold for $25,000 to $30,000 dollars!  That would buy food and clothes for a lot of people.


But what was really going on here?  Judas and these men knew that Jesus was more than adequate to meet the needs of the poor with or without money.  He had demonstrated that time and time again in the miracles He performed that verified His teaching and authority.  It was this Jesus who fed 5,000 plus with five loaves and two fish, with leftovers!  So why the reaction?  Why the scolding?  


Perhaps the disciples thought they knew the mind of Jesus and were speaking for Him.  How dare Mary burst in the middle of a perfectly good evening while Jesus reclined at the table and douse Him with the expensive perfume?  How wasteful!  I agree with Sinclair Ferguson’s take on the reaction of these men:

The harshness of their response underlines the remaining hardness of their hearts, and perhaps the poverty of their own devotion to the Lord… The one thing he (Judas) could not tolerate, apparently, was such wholehearted devotion to Jesus which had no other motive than love for him. Judas was one of those religious people who rarely see that their interest in Christ lies more in what he can do to further their goals than in what he wants to do to change their lives. He, with others, could not tell the difference between grace and waste. Their attitude indicated that they understood all too little of the outpouring of love in Jesus’ heart towards sinners!


Might I suggest that churches this morning are full of people with this type of spirit.  Not a spirit of betrayal like that of Judas.  They are much more refined than that.  But like Judas and the others that focused on the externals of her worship.  All that these men saw was her act of worship in what they considered to be waste.  They totally missed the truth that it sprang from a heart that was enflamed with love for Christ.  Have you ever noticed how the more you have a love like this for Christ how often some that claim to know Him suddenly react much like these men.  You see, when one “serves” Jesus just for convenience sake, in what Ferguson called “interest in furthering their goals,” then when confronted with real worship it is like wrapping them in barbed wire.  They don’t want the change that only Jesus can bring because that would demand too much of their lives.  It would cost them all their perfume.  What these men failed to recognize is that the perfume was only a picture to demonstrate that Mary had given her all to Jesus.  She had experienced His grace!


2.  The commendation of Christ (vv. 6-9)


Unlike the others, Jesus responded to Mary with joyful appreciation.  I like what Ferguson points out, “The money could have been given to the poor.  But it had been given to the poor – to Jesus himself, who for our sake had become poor so that we might become rich (2 Cor. 8:9).”
  Unlike the others, she showed in anointing Jesus for burial that she understood that Jesus would not be with them much longer, that He was about to die, while the other poor would always be present.  She showed that she knew the words of Isaiah 53:9, “His grave was assigned with wicked men, yet He was with a rich man in His death, because He had done no violence, nor was there any deceit in His mouth.”  If left to the wicked religious leaders, Jesus would have been thrown onto the same heap along with wicked men along with manure and dead donkeys to be picked at a torn to pieces by vultures.  That was the lot that awaited those who were crucified. Those present in Simon’s home missed the intent behind the anointing.  It was to fulfill Isaiah 53:9.  Mary’s anointing was a demonstration of luxury and extravagance.  God would not allow His Son a grave with the wicked.  His grave was to be distinct!


That is what made Mary’s worship acceptable to Christ.  He was the object.  It was His grace and mercy, His majesty and sacrifice, that Mary showed she believed by her actions.  So Jesus straightens out those who were present and had reacted so harshly to her whole-hearted devotion to Him, “Let her alone; why do you bother her?” (v. 6).  He then speaks the words that should be the longing and the passion for all who say they know Him, He then shows His acceptance of her worship by memorializing her testimony for the ages, “Truly I say to you, wherever the gospel is preached in the whole world, what this woman has done will also be spoken of in memory of her” (v. 9).  Mary’s story is a part of the gospel because she serves as an example of what happens when one has truly experienced the grace of God savingly in their lives.  They will serve Christ in whole-hearted devotion, not merely concerned about their service, as was the case of those who ridiculed her, but with the object of their service and worship.  Paul put it this way in Romans 12:1, “Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship.”  Jesus said of Mary, “She has done a good deed to Me… She has done what she could.”  Would He say the same of you this morning?

Conclusion 


How do you approach Christ?  In a moment we will partake of the Lord’s Table together, the place where the very Spirit of Christ is present and the grace of God is imparted through this glorious means given to remember Him.  Jesus Christ is our Passover!  How will you approach Him this morning?  Does He accept your worship as joyfully directed towards Him alone as the object?  Or do you serve Him merely because of the benefits you receive?  Dear friend, that is to abuse the grace of God.  May we examine our hearts this morning and celebrate Him and Him alone, by His grace and for His glory.  Amen.
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