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Lent 4 – March 13/14, 2010
Preacher:  Pastor Scott Oelhafen
Sermon Theme:  Only Jesus Is Worth This Much!
Sermon Text:  Mark 14: 1-11
1Now the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread were only two days away, and the chief priests and the teachers of the law were looking for some sly way to arrest Jesus and kill him. 2"But not during the Feast," they said, "or the people may riot."  3While he was in Bethany, reclining at the table in the home of a man known as Simon the Leper, a woman came with an alabaster jar of very expensive perfume, made of pure nard. She broke the jar and poured the perfume on his head.  4Some of those present were saying indignantly to one another, "Why this waste of perfume? 5It could have been sold for more than a year's wages[a] and the money given to the poor." And they rebuked her harshly.  6"Leave her alone," said Jesus. "Why are you bothering her? She has done a beautiful thing to me. 7The poor you will always have with you, and you can help them any time you want. But you will not always have me. 8She did what she could. She poured perfume on my body beforehand to prepare for my burial. 9I tell you the truth, wherever the gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has done will also be told, in memory of her."  10Then Judas Iscariot, one of the Twelve, went to the chief priests to betray Jesus to them. 11They were delighted to hear this and promised to give him money. So he watched for an opportunity to hand him over.

Dear Christian friends of our Lenten LORD Jesus,

     A daughter slowly packs away her mother’s things.  She’s doing this because her mom died suddenly and unexpectedly – she seemed to be in such good health.  The daughter thought she’d have more time to tell her mother how much she loved her.  She thought they’d always have more time to do things together.  But, in the rush of daily life, her mother always seemed to lose out on her priority list.  Now she asks herself:  “Why didn’t I do more when I had the chance?”

     A boy watches from a safe distance as the older kids on the playground mercilessly taunt his little brother.  The kids are laughing at him as the little one begins to cry.  Oh, that brother knows better – he knows he should step in to defend his little brother, but it’s safer to stay away. You see -- it’s his own friends who are doing the teasing.  What his friends think is more important than any feelings he has for his brother.

     Your bowling team decides to switch bowling night from Tuesday to Wednesday.  The problem with Wednesday is that you will miss all the Lenten services and Advent services at church.  But, you LOVE those services.  The rest of the team insists on these changes.  You’ve bowled with the same team for the past 5 years.  It’s now time to see how much Jesus is REALLY worth to you.

     How many times haven’t we missed opportunities to show our love for someone else because we didn’t seize the chance or something else was more important?  Our sermon reading is about two people who DIDN’T wait for a better time or better reason.  They simply loved Jesus and acted on that love.  By examining their love for Jesus, we too will conclude:   Only Jesus Was Worth That Much!  We have the right time and we have the right reason.  And let’s not go on a guilt trip together, but a love trip – remembering the motivation of our Savior.

     Listen to the action writer St. Mark as he quickly sets up our reading:  1Now the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread were only two days away, and the chief priests and the teachers of the law were looking for some sly way to arrest Jesus and kill him. 2"But not during the Feast," they said, "or the people may riot."  3While he was in Bethany, reclining at the table in the home of a man known as Simon the Leper,  It was a risky thing Simon was doing.  The word on the street was that anyone who had any brains WOULDN’T associate with Jesus – Jesus was politically toxic.  After raising Lazarus from the dead just before our reading, the chief priests and church rulers had plotted to kill Jesus because they were so jealous of Him.  That’s why they were so willing to hand over money to Judas.  They had given the orders that if anyone discovered where Jesus was, that person should report back so they could arrest Him.  Simon not only ignored that order, he defied it to invite Jesus into his home.  Having a dinner to honor Jesus was risky, but to invite Lazarus and his family made such a dinner party even more risky during this Holy Week.

     You’re probably asking yourself why did Simon pulled this seemingly suicidal stunt off?  There’s a simple answer.  Because no one called Simon:  “Simon the Leper” anymore.  Simon was as good as dead having a deadly contagious skin disease known as leprosy.  No one throws a party for lepers.  By law, no one would come within 100 yards of lepers.  But, then something amazing happened:  Simon met Jesus.  You’re never the same when you meet Jesus.  And Jesus performed yet another miracle which demonstrated His divinity and did what no one else could do – He healed Simon of his leprosy.  This man as good as dead had been given a new lease on life.  He returned back to his family, back to his life and threw a party in honor of the one who saved him.  And he did this with his buddy Lazarus at his side.  Think either one of them would ever forget what Christ did?  Now think about this – both of these men experienced Jesus’ mighty power.  Both of them experienced his grace – and they both were never the same again.  So maybe it was risky.  Maybe it was politically incorrect.  But the bottom line is this:  Only Jesus Was Worth That Much.

     There was someone else at that party who felt the same way.  It was Mary, the sister of Lazarus.  Let’s find out what happened. a woman came with an alabaster jar of very expensive perfume, made of pure nard. She broke the jar and poured the perfume on his head.  Don’t think for a moment that Mary’s actions were spur of the moment.  They were likely planned.  Since the dinner was at Simon’s house, she had to bring her precious jar of perfume from home.  It was worth a year’s wages.  How much is that?  From your tax forms, think how much that was worth:  10k, 25k, 60k or more – no small gift for Jesus.  She had been likely saving it for a while.  She poured perfume on Jesus head and in another account dried the perfume with her hair.  What an act of humility – what an act of generosity.

     But, every party has a party pooper.  Scripture tells us so did this one:   4Some of those present were saying indignantly to one another, "Why this waste of perfume? 5It could have been sold for more than a year's wages[a] and the money given to the poor." And they rebuked her harshly.  What was the big deal?  Well even in Jesus’ ministry, some were more concerned about the mechanics than the gift itself.  Yes, they needed to be responsible for congregational cost over-runs, but this one had different motivation – and Christ uncovered it later on.  But, their question was a good one.  “Hey Mary, why’d you do it?”  And if she was standing here today, she’d tell us:  Only Jesus Is Worth That Much.  Why?  Think about what Mary had seen?  She remembered standing in that graveyard helpless and hopeless as the men rolled back the tombstone on her brother’s grave.  She remembered the joy that filled her heart to see her brother walk out of the tomb, not as a dead man … but alive.  She didn’t do this to earn any favor with Christ or to show off.  She did it because only Jesus gave her hope.  He gave her joy.  He gave her peace.  And only He had promised to give her an eternity in heaven.  He had told her:  Because I live, you also will live.  She knew that Jesus was going to the cross to suffer and die to pay for the sins of the world … for the sins of her brother Lazarus … for the sins of her sister Martha …. And for her sins.  At the feet of Jesus, she learned these facts and more how God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son.  His death paid the penalty in full for every sinner.  He claimed to be the Messiah and she had every reason to believe him.  Now what Jesus said made a difference in her eternity and her earthly life.  And now, Jesus even stepped in to help her  6"Leave her alone," said Jesus. "Why are you bothering her? She has done a beautiful thing to me. 7The poor you will always have with you, and you can help them any time you want. But you will not always have me. 8She did what she could. She poured perfume on my body beforehand to prepare for my burial. 9I tell you the truth, wherever the gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has done will also be told, in memory of her."  Lepers threw parties when Jesus spoke.  Dead men walk when Jesus spoke.  She had good reason to never doubt Jesus again.  So she did a fantastic Christian thing for no tax breaks and no earthly accolades.  She simply gave Him what she had.  Because Only Jesus Was Worth That Much.  

     So here’s the question … how much is Jesus worth to you?  Don’t calculate that so quickly.  Not yet.  Think about it.  I believe as Lutherans we KNOW the right words to say (like Jesus is worth everything).  But, do we really believe it … do we really practice it?  Give yourself time to think it through.  How much of a difference has Jesus made in your life?  Maybe Jesus never cured your leprosy, maybe He never brought your brother out of the tomb.  But let’s start with an easy one:  there have been times in your life when you or your family were sick.  What if you didn’t recover?  But, you did recover – you’re still here --and it is always Jesus that makes that possible – either keeping harm away from you or making that harm serve Your eternal good.  So what’s that worth to you?  Did you ever ask yourself that question?  Think ahead for a moment to the time you must say goodbye to those you love in death.  And as you think about your own death, have you ever said to yourself:  For me to live is Christ and to die is gain?  What makes you so sure?  When you’ve sinned every day of your life by casual gossip, mistreated your spouse with angry words, or maybe said the LORD’s Prayer without thinking, why should God open heaven’s doors for you?  Every sin is the same in God’s eyes – every sin deserves hell.  It’s because You know … the blood of Jesus cleanses you from all your sins.  His perfect life earned you heaven.  His death gave you life.  And even now, Jesus changes our attitudes from me-first to Jesus-first.  We understand why Simon and Mary responded to Jesus the way they did with grateful living.  Because Only Jesus Was Worth That Much.

     Tomorrow.  Manana.  Someday.  Life is filled with somedays – most of which never happen.  “Someday, I’ll spend more time with my mom.”  “Someday, my kids will understand why I was so busy.”  “Someday, I’ll write a letter to my dad and tell him how much I love him.”  It’s a word our old-Adam likes to use – a good intention that can be put off for another day.  “Someday, I’ll invite those friends who I go out for dinner with to church.”  “Someday, I’m going to read more than one book of the Bible.”  “Someday, I’m going to give God what looks like my vacation fund instead of my tip fund.”  “Someday, I’m going to go to church with my kids for 4 weekends in a row.”  Someday.  Friends – Jesus has paid for all our somedays and turned them into “todays”.  That changes us for the better.  His cross and empty tomb motivates us to  show our love for Him today.  No one told Simon to throw a party for Jesus.  He just did it.  No one forced Mary to pour her life savings at Jesus’ feet.  She just did it.   Why?  You know the answer:  Only Jesus Is Worth That Much.  You’d be surprised at what you can gratefully do for Jesus, if you think about the example of Simon and Mary.  When you come to church or school, you can thank a volunteer here (like a musician, a Sunday School teacher, an usher, etc.) at Trinity for the work they do.  It will mean more than you know.  You can thank a teacher for what he or she is doing.  You can show extra patience and even a little self-sacrificing love with a spouse (when they don’t deserve it).  Remember what Jesus said:  Whatever you did for the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.   One Sunday morning during a regular service, a large congregation was surprised to see two men enter the sanctuary – both covered head-to-toe with black and carrying machine guns.  One of the men proclaimed:  “Anyone willing to take a bullet for Christ, remain where you are.”  Immediately, it was a stampede:   those in the balcony fled, those in the front of church fled, those in the back of church fled.  Of the 700 people who started the service, only 10 remained.  The man took off his hood and looked at the preacher shaking in the pulpit (and probably too scared to move):  “Okay, reverend, I got rid of the hypocrites.  Please begin your worship.  And God bless your day.”  With that the two men turned and walked out.  Seems a little extreme, but what would you do?  How much is Jesus worth to you?  Would you throw a party?  Would you spend a year’s wages on Him?  Would you take a bullet for Christ?  Jesus is worth that … and much more – not just someday – but now.  Amen.
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