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Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom 
he had raised from the dead. There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and 
Lazarus was one of those at the table with him. 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. But Judas Iscariot, one of his 
disciples (the one who was about to betray him), said, ‘Why was this perfume not 
sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?’ (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.) Jesus said, ‘Leave her alone. She 
bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. You always have the poor 
with you, but you do not always have me.’ John 12:1-8 
 
  
Now while Jesus was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, a woman came to 
him with an alabaster jar of very costly ointment, and she poured it on his head as 
he sat at the table. But when the disciples saw it, they were angry and said, ‘Why 
this waste? For this ointment could have been sold for a large sum, and the money 
given to the poor. But Jesus, aware of this, said to them, ‘Why do you trouble the 
woman? She has performed a good service for me. For you always have the poor 
with you, but you will not always have me. By pouring this ointment on my body she 
has prepared me for burial. Truly I tell you, wherever this good news is proclaimed in 
the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.’ Matthew 26:6-
13 

 
 
While he was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, as he sat at the table, a 
woman came with an alabaster jar of very costly ointment of nard, and she broke 
open the jar and poured the ointment on his head. But some were there who said to 
one another in anger, ‘Why was the ointment wasted in this way? For this ointment 
could have been sold for more than three hundred denarii, and the money given to 
the poor.’ And they scolded her. But Jesus said, ‘Let her alone; why do you trouble 
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her? She has performed a good service for me. For you always have the poor with 
you, and you can show kindness to them whenever you wish; but you will not always 
have me. She has done what she could; she has anointed my body beforehand for its 
burial. Truly I tell you, wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, 
what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.’  Mark 14:3-9 
 
 
Karl Barth’s commentary 
 
It is clear that this deed of Mary’s describes the life of the apostles so far as they are wholly clean, 
so far as the presence and protection and vigilance of Jesus have not been in vain for them. And 
this is what is to take place in the world through their life—the whole house is to be filled with the 
odour of the ointment. But it is precisely this, this prodigality, which Judas—as seen by his protest 
(v. 4)—cannot and will not understand or accept. He is not opposed to the surrender of Mary’s 
costly ointment. But he wants something for it—namely 300 denarii—not for himself, as he 
explains, but to give to the poor. He is not willing that the complete devotion, which by her deed 
Mary had in a sense given the apostles as a pattern for their own life, should be an absolute 
offering to Jesus. For him it is too little a thing that the death of Jesus should be glorified by it. If 
there is to be an offering, he wants to exploit it. A good and profitable work is to be carried out in 
the strength and exercise of this devotion. It is to be for the benefit of the poor, of those who are 
injured or needy, to help improve their lot and that of others, and in that way it will be a meaningful 
devotion. This view, this attitude of Judas, is what makes him unclean. It finds relatively innocuous 
expression. It is not really evil. To correct it would be comparatively easy. But it was because of it 
that Judas “handed over” Jesus. If a man does not devote himself prodigally to Jesus, if he 
considers something too good to be offered to Him, if he thinks another purpose more important 
than the glorifying of His condescension, of His death, that man is as such unclean and opposes 
his election. He makes himself impossible as an apostle. He must and will hand Jesus over—hand 
Him over to men, to be crucified. He has virtually done so already in and with this attitude toward 
Jesus. Already, by this attitude, he has acted as one of the men at whose hands Jesus can only be 
slain. Already he has made himself an accomplice. If he is an apostle, he is already the apostle 
“who will deliver Him up,” as is said of Judas in the apostolic lists from the outset, and on amost 
every subsequent mention of his name. … 

He is not opposed to Jesus. He even wishes to be for Him. But he is for Him in such a way—not 
totally, that is to say—that actually he is against Him. He reserves to himself the right to decide for 
himself, in face of Jesus, what the way of apostolic discipleship really involves. … It is in this way 
that he makes himself impossible as an apostle. It is in this way that he is from the very first the 
apostle who will hand Jesus over. Church Dogmatics 
 
A question: In what ways do we want Jesus on our own terms? How have we expected a Jesus 
that conforms to our existing political, moral and ethical norms?  
 
Spiritual practice: Mary’s humble, generous adoration is the alternative to our need for control. 


