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Psalm 116, Matthew 26:1-16 January 28, 2001

“You know that after two days the Passover is coming, and the Son of man will be
delivered up to be crucified.” Three times Jesus had predicted his death before he came to
Jerusalem. Now in Jerusalem he announced it. He would be killed. The good news of the gospel
of Jesus Christ—the glory of God, the forgiveness of our sin, the gift of salvation, the promise of
eternal life—all of this is tied up with the death of Jesus Christ on the cross. So this terrible
announcement points to our only hope.

We know this now, after nearly 2,000 years. But the disciples did not know it then. And
the question arises, how did Jesus know it then? How did he announce his own death? I do not
know whether I will be dead or alive tomorrow. I do not know the date or circumstances of my
death. And yet, Jesus announced that in two days he would be delivered up to be crucified.

This shows that Jesus knew more about his death than the people who were plotting to
kill him. They tried to avoid the feast, but that was exactly when it all happened. His life was not
simply taken from him; instead, he gave his life for us. This announcement gave the disciples
something to hang onto when he was killed, and they all ran away. At some point, they could
remember that Jesus had predicted and announced his own crucifixion, so it did not take him by
surprise. At some point, they could realize that it was not outside the plan of God for the world
but was instead the unfolding of God’s plan for the world. At some point, they could realize that
though the crucifixion was carried out by the hands of evil men, it was meant to be.

But there is something more here. There is something more here for the disciples, and for
us. The announcement of the time, place, and means of Jesus’ death by execution points to his
divinity. Jesus did what he did knowingly, so he was not simply a victim of injustice but was
instead the sovereign God making a self-offering on behalf of humanity. The announcement by
Jesus of his own death is proclamation of the good news that in Jesus, God is with us, and God is
for us.

Three things in this reading confirmed the prediction. First, the chief priests and elders
gathered and took counsel to arrest and kill Jesus. They worked in secret, but he knew their plans
before they did, and the plans were carried out on his time table, not theirs. Second, an unnamed
woman poured ointment over Jesus’ head. Some thought this was a waste of money; Jesus knew
he was being anointed in advance for his burial. And third, Judas Iscariot struck a deal with the
authorities to deliver Jesus to them for thirty pieces of silver. Jesus knew who his betrayer would
be, before Judas did. We will read and hear again about these plots and this betrayal. But we will
not hear again of this anointing, so let us listen to it very carefully.

“When Jesus was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper....” Why was he there?
Bethany was a suburb of Jerusalem. Jesus had spent Palm Sunday night there and probably the
other nights of that week, too. But there must have been other houses in Bethany. So why was
Jesus in the house of Simon the leper? The word “leper” means that Simon had leprosy, a skin
disease. The Old Testament says: “The leper who has the disease shall wear torn clothes and let
the hair of his head hang loose, and he shall cover his upper lip and cry, ‘Unclean, unclean.” He
shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease; he is unclean; he shall dwell alone in a
habitation outside the camp” (Leviticus 13:45-46). This is what makes today’s reading so
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strange. Lepers not only were sick but also were considered ritually unclean, for it was thought

that God had cursed them. They were outcasts. They had to live alone, outside of town. No one
was supposed to touch them, and the lepers were required by law to warn other people not even
to come close to them.

I trust that you are beginning to share my wonderment at this: “Jesus was at Bethany in
the house of Simon the leper.” The Bible does not say that Simon used to be a leper. It does not
say that he had been healed of his leprosy. If he had been, he would have been Simon the former
leper. Why was Jesus in the house of Simon the leper?

His being in Simon’s house gives us a picture of Christ’s ministry to us. All of us have
messed up our lives. All of us have done things we ought not to have done, and we have left
undone those things we ought to have done. We have broken relationships with God and with
each other. We have placed ourselves outside human community. The houses of our lives are not
in order. And so it gives me good hope to realize that since Jesus came to be with Simon the
leper, he came to be with me, too. If Jesus can cross that boundary, there is hope for me.

If Jesus had been born in a palace, he would not be of much use to you and me. But he
was born in a barn and laid in a feed trough. If Jesus had lived to a ripe old age, he might have
been an interesting teacher, but not much more. But Jesus died young, nailed to a cross, that
gruesome form of capital punishment reserved for those who were not citizens of the Roman
Empire. If Jesus had stayed only in the finest homes of the best citizens, we would have to ask
what that meant. But instead, Jesus, having already provoked the chief priests, the elders, the
Pharisees, the scribes, and the Sadducees, went straight to the house of Simon the leper. In
defiance of the law that ostracized people, Jesus touched the untouchables, socialized with the
unclean, broke bread with the outcasts, blessed with his presence the one thought to be cursed by
God, entered into relationship with those for whom relationships were illegal, and created
community with those who were outside, and supposedly beyond, all community. No wonder he
was killed forty-eight hours later! And so, I have hope. Since Jesus came to Simon, he comes for
me, too, miserable sinner that I am.

This is Christ’s ministry. The divine Son of God comes into all the messiness of human
life, for our sake. He comes to be with us, so we might be with him. Jesus touches us in our
untouchableness. Jesus prepares a table before us in the presence of our enemies. Jesus calls us
into relationship with himself when we have ruined all our other relationships. Jesus creates a
new community, a new humanity, a new creation.

At least one person in the reading understood this. “A woman came up to him with an
alabaster flask of very expensive ointment, and she poured it on his head.” In the twinkling of an
eye, before anyone could stop her, it was done.

What a wonderful act of love and devotion! And how appropriate, since the New
Testament word “Christ,” from the Old Testament word “Messiah,” means “The Anointed One.”
The people were expecting the Anointed One to come from God and save them. And in this
reading, Jesus is anointed.

And yet, to be anointed the Christ was a calling to be fulfilled in obedience, suffering, and
death. Jesus said, “In pouring this ointment on my body she has done it to prepare me for burial.”
The Son of God came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.
This woman’s act of love and worship was a sign that the end of his life on earth had come. Jesus
announced that he would die in two days, and then she anointed him for burial.
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This brings us to a fuller realization of what was going on. Not only was Jesus in the
house of Simon the leper, and not only did this woman anoint him for burial, but also Jesus was
moving toward the cross. Day by day, step by step, nearer and nearer he went. Jesus knew when
he was going to die, for he was Lord of the Universe. And Jesus offered himself in obedience to
God’s will as a sacrifice for all the gonewrongness in the world. Jesus gave his life. He gave it
for Simon the leper. He gave it for the woman. He gave it for the disciples. And he gave it for
you and me.

Because Jesus gave his live for you and me, we are called upon to recognize and
acknowledge him for who he is, to believe in him and Lord and Savior, and to worship him. You
and I are invited and urged to profess our faith in Jesus as the Christ. We are to put our
confidence in him as the Anointed One of God. We are to acknowledge that Jesus is the Lord of
the universe. We are to worship the God and Father of Jesus Christ as Jesus makes him known to
us. A few moments ago, we received two new members. As they professed and reaffirmed their
faith before us, it provided an opportunity for all of us here and those listening to the radio to
reaffirm our faith. To acknowledge Jesus as the Christ is to quit putting ourselves at the center of
our lives. To worship God is to end all our efforts at self-elevation. To face the future with Christ
as our confidence is to throw away all our self-degradation and pessimism. We are not orphans in
the universe. God has reclaimed us as the children of God, the people of God, and this is our true
identity. To love the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ rightly is to love God more than we
love self, more than we love each other, more than we love nation, more than we love race, and
more than we love money.

Because Jesus gave his life for you and me, we are set free to please God more than
people. If the woman’s act of worship had come before the disciples as a proposal, it would have
been voted down. We shudder to think what would have happened if the chief priests and the
elders had found out about it. This does not mean that Christian behavior has to be bizarre or
erratic. But it does mean that Christian behavior might appear bizarre and erratic to the outside
world. Why do we worship a God whom we cannot see? Why do we study a book composed of
writings two- and three-thousand years old? Why, when the world tells us to grab all we can, do
we give away our money to the church, proportionally, substantially, even sacrificially? Why,
when the world tells us to be suspicious of everyone, do we love one another? This reading helps
give us the courage to obey God and to respond appropriately to God’s grace, despite what the
world thinks.

Because Jesus gave his life for you and me, we are told something about Christian
mission, also. Since “Jesus was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper,” and since Jesus
comes to us, miserable sinners that we are, it is a part of who we are that we go to and reach out
to those who are pushed out and excluded from human community today. Who are the lepers in
today’s world? Who are the people whom no one wants to touch, or to see, or to smell, or with
whom no one wants to be caught? There are many people whom the world tells us to regard as
outcasts and untouchables. How can we, as Christian individuals and the Christian church,
minister the love and presence of God and Jesus Christ to these people? Preaching the gospel of
Jesus Christ is the single most important way. Bringing people to church is a part of that. Habitat
for Humanity, building homes for the homeless, is another way. The Two-Cents-Per-Meal
Offering, to fight hunger, is another. And there are many, many more. Jesus said to his disciples,
“You know that after two days the Passover is coming, and the Son of man will be delivered up
to be crucified.” Then he was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, where he was anointed
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for his burial. Now the grace of God in Jesus Christ has reached all the way to us. Are we ready
to recognize and to acknowledge him for who he is, to believe in him and Lord and Savior, to
worship him, to seek to please God more than other people, and to carry out his mission in the
world today?

To God be the glory, forever and ever! Amen.
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