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John 12:1-8 
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 the 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.”


Luke 10:38-42 
Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha 
welcomed him into her home. She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and 
listened to what he was saying. But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to 
him and asked, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? 
Tell here then to help me.” But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and 
distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, 
which will not be taken away from her.”


John 11:1-6, 17-27, 32-44 
Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. Mary 
was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair; her brother 
Lazarus was ill. So the sisters sent a message to Jesus, “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” But 
when Jesus heard it, he said, “This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so 
that the Son of God may be glorified through it.” Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and 
her sister and Lazarus, after having heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days longer in the 
place where he was.


When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days. Now 
Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, and many of the Jews had come to 
Martha and Mary to console them about their brother. When Martha heard that Jesus was 
coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed at home. Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you 
had been here, my brother would not have died. But even now I know that God will give you 
whatever you ask of him.” Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” Martha said to him, 
“I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” Jesus said to her, “I am the 
resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone 
who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” She said to him, “Yes, Lord, I 
believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”


When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, “Lord, if 
you had been here, my brother would not have died.” When Jesus saw here weeping, and the 
Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. 
He said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to him, “Lord, come and see.” Jesus began to 
weep. So the Jews said, “See how he loved him!” But some of them said, “Could not he who 
opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?”

Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying 
against it. Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, 
“Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead four days.” Jesus said to her, “Did I 



not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?” So they took away the stone. 
And Jesus looked upward and said, “Father, I thank you for having heard me. I knew that you 
always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may 
believe that you sent me.” When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come 
out!” The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face 
wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.”


Sermon


So often we listen to the stories of the disciples and we hear Jesus calling men to leave behind 
everything and to come and follow him. This leaves us wondering if discipleship is something 
that we must do alone, and we then are called to set aside family and work so as to better 
follow Jesus. And though the gospels remind us that this is often the case, we must not miss 
the importance of the discipleship of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus. 


The first thing to know about these three disciples is that we receive their names from two 
stories within the gospel of John and Mary and Martha have a story within the gospel of Luke. 
It is John’s gospel that connects these three disciples as siblings who live in Bethany. And 
though it is not explicit, John describes this family as close friends of Jesus. Maybe they were 
friends of his family since Jesus was a child. Maybe they only came to know Jesus when he 
was an adult, but welcomed him into their home whenever he was in Bethany near Jerusalem. 
We can’t be sure, but it does seem that this family has a close connection with Jesus. 


The second thing to notice comes from Luke’s gospel. Here we find the familiar story of the 
two sisters. Martha who is the hospitable sister who is working to feed and make Jesus and 
the disciples comfortable. Mary who is not working, but instead sits at the feet of Jesus. This is 
an important line, one that would have stirred up controversy and wonder. You see, to sit at the 
feet of a teacher is to be a disciple. For any woman to be tolerated to sit and listen to the 
teacher would have been a cause for concern. Luke describes Jesus as doing more than 
tolerating, but going so far as to accept Mary as a disciple and scold Martha for being too busy 
to sit at his feet as well. 


And so we have the personality differences set up, Martha who holds to tradition and Mary 
who is drawn to listen, to learn, to be with Jesus. We are left struggling with our understanding 
of Christian hospitality and of service. These seem to be traits that Jesus espouses in Luke and 
the other gospels, but here, when it comes to service verses discipleship - Jesus appreciates 
discipleship.


In John’s gospel, we first meet Mary and Martha on the occasion of their brothers death. In 
John’s gospel, the author is very purposeful in writing, especially about what he calls the signs 
of Jesus - what other gospels will call miracles. In John’s gospel, the razing of Lazarus is the 
seventh sign of Jesus. The connection seven has to the story of creation, as a number of 
completeness, sets up our anticipation of the magnitude of this sign. It is not simply that Jesus 
raises his friend from the dead - that is simply the miracle. But by raising Lazarus from the 
dead, Jesus is pointing to the power of God over sin and the outcome of sin - death itself. This 
is the ultimate pointer for John, that Jesus, as the Son of God, shows us God’s power and 
purpose. Sin and death are no match for God’s love and power. God is a god of life, not just for 
Lazarus, but for all of creation. Resurrection is more than something given to the Son of God, 
but it is God’s purpose for all of us.

Finally, a chapter later, we encounter Mary and Martha and Lazarus once more, this time Jesus 
is with his disciples when Mary takes expensive perfume, one often used in the burial rites of 
the dead. She takes the perfume and anoints Jesus feet, wiping them then with her hair.




What is interesting here is that there is some version of this incident in all four of the gospels, 
though it is only John who identifies the woman as Mary. In Matthew and Mark, the incident is 
a anointing of the head, in Luke is an anointing with tears that is accompanied by a particular 
parable. But in John’s gospel, it is the feet that are anointed, and it is Judas who is the one to 
scoff at the waisted money. Once again, the gospel sets us a challenge for the listener. When 
Jesus suggests that the poor will always be with you, we find ourselves wondering about the 
calling to serve the least among us versus the calling to expensive ritual and worship. Where is 
our money best spent, how are we best called into service in light of this event? 


Service and discipleship, caring for the least and understanding Christ, leaving everything 
behind to follow Christ or becoming a family of disciples. So often we feel like things are binary, 
either we are all one thing, or we are all another. But within the story of Mary, Martha, and 
Lazarus, we find a yes and… Go and serve others, be hospitable to the stranger and welcome 
the outcast, but don’t forget to sit at the feat of the teacher when the opportunity arrives. Our 
work and welcome must be centered on a faith that comes not from ourselves, but from 
listening to Jesus, our teacher. Our grief is not one of hopelessness, but on that understands 
that God is more powerful than sin and death. And our calling to love and serve the poor must 
also be connected to our calling to see why. Why do we cherish life, why do we reach out to 
the sinner, the broken, the dying, the lost? We serve, because we have a God who came to 
love and serve us, whose life and death was not for God’s sake, but for ours. If we cannot see 
the wonder and glory of our savior, then we will struggle to find purpose or calling in our calling 
to serve our neighbors. 


So, like Mary and Martha and Lazarus, lets remember that there is a time for learning and a 
time for serving, a time to remember the life that is to come and a time to live a better life now, 
and there is a time to care for the least among us and a time to worship our Lord and 
remember the love that has already been given. We are a family of disciples, brothers and 
sisters in faith. May we learn from one another as we seek to grow closer to and serve our 
teacher. Thanks be to God. Amen


