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A. For many centuries, God had spoken to his people Israel through prophets like Moses, Elijah, and Isaiah. But toward the end of the Old Testament period, God stopped speaking. For the 400 years before Christ, the time between the Old and New Testaments, God said nothing. Many have likened this to a dramatic pause before a big announcement Four hundred years of silence from God, and then, suddenly, the Son of God himself appears! 


And many biblical scholars point out that the gospel writers were actually creating a new kind of literature. It took a whole new class of writing to properly introduce Jesus, the Son of God. The gospels are not exactly “biographies.” Mark’s gospel, for example, completely ignores the first three decades of Jesus’ life: nothing about his birth or growing up. And then there is the lopsided focus. The first ten chapters cover a period of three years, the thirty-six months or so of Jesus’ ministry. And then the last six chapters are devoted to one week, seven days, 168 hours. You can see his intense interest in those last days of Jesus’ life. The German biblical scholar Martin Kahler described Mark’s gospel as “a passion narrative with a long introduction.” 


B. In chapter eleven, we noted Jesus riding into Jerusalem on the first Palm Sunday. Here we are in chapter fourteen, and it’s only Tuesday! Jesus had already warned his disciples three times that he would be handed over to his enemies, mistreated and killed, and then rise again on the third day. And, apparently, each of those disciples suffered a mental or spiritual block. They could not imagine what he could possibly be talking about. 


C. And now, here in chapter fourteen, Mark unfolds the plot against Jesus, the conspiracy hatched by his powerful enemies in collusion with one turncoat “friend,” one of the twelve. And yet in all of this our Lord’s prophecy would come to pass to the letter. And in this we see God’s faithfulness. The points of this sermon are the respective clauses in the long sentence: “God always keeps his promises, no matter the cost, to save wretched sinners.” Each one of these truths is on display here. They form the heart of the good news, the best news ever. And they call for a response from each of us. 

I. GOD ALWAYS KEEPS HIS PROMISES…


A. It’s a well-known fact among Christians that God’s first promise of salvation came in the midst of failure and judgment. Our first parents were deceived and wickedly rebelled against their Creator. They foolishly believed that if they did so they would step up and become like him. And in Genesis 3:15, God promised to send “the Seed of the woman” who would crush the serpent’s head, though he himself would suffer a wound inflicted by the offspring of the serpent-enemy. This promise was recorded but seemed to lay hidden like a forgotten treasure buried in the backyard. 

But over time, the Lord added greater detail to this initial promise. And one of the greatest revelations occurred at the time of the Passover. After nine severe plagues upon Egypt failed to break the Pharaoh’s stubborn will, the Lord said he would send a judgment that would afflict every household. On a certain night, the destroying angel would visit each home and kill the firstborn son, a sign of judgment and of wiping out the next generation. 


What we should notice, though, is that Israel itself also fell under this judgment! Even God’s chosen people were sinners and under God’s condemnation. But God provided a way for the imperiled sons of Israel to be spared. If the head of each household would kill a lamb instead and splash its blood on the top and sides of the door to their home, the angel of destruction would “pass over” that home. Hence the name, “Passover.” 


B. Now here’s an interesting detail in our text. The Lord God wanted to connect the dots for his people, to demonstrate that Jesus would die in the context of the Passover festival, revealing that he was the true and final sacrifice for sin. But Jesus enemies unwittingly tried to prevent this association. 


“It was now two days before the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread. And the chief priests and the scribes were seeking how to arrest him by stealth and kill him, 2 for they said, ‘Not during the feast, lest there be an uproar from the people.’” These religious leaders were all unbelievers. They saw no connection between Jesus’ death and the Passover. To them, it was a mere expedient: they did not want the hundreds of thousands of pilgrims who had welcomed Jesus on Palm Sunday to be around when they did their dirty work and liquidated this troubling Upstart. 

And God overruled them. He used a vile traitor, Judas, to ensure that Jesus would, oh so emblematically, so laden with historical significance, have his blood spilt at the very time of the Passover festival, when the lambs/ blood was also being spilt.


C. There is even more symbolism in this act. The Feast of the Unleavened Bread was to commemorate the haste with which Israel left Egypt at the Passover. So suddenly did the Lord deliver them from slavery and death that they had no time to let their bread rise. Later, “leaven” became a symbol of evil. So, at the beginning of the seven-day Feast of Unleavened Bread they would throw out their sourdough starter and sweep the house clean. It became a time of new beginnings. The Passover began on that first day of that Festival of Unleavened Bread. And what greater “new beginning” could there be than the ratification of the new covenant through Jesus’ blood?! 


D. But the point for us is to be sure we know that God always keeps his promises. He has promised full forgiveness of our awful sins when we trust Christ. He has promised to be with us, never to leave us nor to forsake us, never ever, not once. He has promised to welcome us into eternal dwellings the moment we step out of this life. And he has promised us the resurrection from the dead into bodies that are both immortal and incorruptible. 


God always keeps his promises…

II. …NO MATTER THE COST…


A. This is to the heart of faithfulness, of being trustworthy and dependable. I have had the privilege several times of assisting married couples through the exceedingly difficult time of unfaithfulness. And the hardest part of that restoration, if it is to be successful and lasting, is somehow to restore trust. When the most intimate of human relationships has been violated, how do you go back? That’s a problem! 

B. And how can we know that God is faithful, trustworthy, dependable? We could examine his track record. Scripture awards the Lord a 100% in that category. But another way of assessing this is by noting the lengths that our God has gone to keep his promises. He gave us that picture of the sin offering, the sacrifice lamb in the Old Testament. The way a faithful Israelite stayed in a right relationship with a holy God was to not sin (which was impossible for incurable sinners like us!). So, when there was a violation of God’s command, for which the penalty was death, (Ezekiel 18:4 says “the soul that sins shall die”), the sinner could bring a spotless lamb as a sin offering. And instead of the sinner dying, the lamb would be slain, its lifeblood drained out, and the sinner would be forgiven. 


But, of course, it was only a temporary fix. Hebrews 10:4-7 explains: “For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins. 5 Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said, "Sacrifices and offerings you have not desired, but a body have you prepared for me; 6 in burnt offerings and sin offerings you have taken no pleasure. 7 Then I said, ‘Behold, I have come to do your will, O God, as it is written of me in the scroll of the book.’” 


C. Psalm 15:4 says that the one who dwells on God’s holy hill is one “who swears to his own hurt and does not change….” God said that the own who would dwell with him in his house is the one “who swears to his own hurt and does not change….” Basically, he keeps his promises. Do you think God keeps his own rules? Yes! Supremely, God is the one who solemnly swore, promised “to his own hurt and did not change.” He promised to send the Seed of the woman to crush the serpent’s head. He promised to somehow atone for sin through the shedding of blood. And he did so with the blood of his own dear Son. He would do so just a few days after the events recorded here. 


D. Jesus was living on death row. We know that his impending, substitutionary death on the cross, enduring the full, infinite wrath of God for all of the sins of his people was only hours away. He had come for this moment, to pay this cost. Somehow this unnamed woman in our story understood the cost Jesus would pay and came with a gift of her own. “3 And while he was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, as he was reclining at table, a woman came with an alabaster flask of ointment of pure nard, very costly, and she broke the flask and poured it over his head.” We will come back to this. But for now, let’s note that: “God always keeps his promises…no matter the cost… 
III. …TO SAVE WRETCHED SINNERS. 


A. A friend of mine joked long ago: “I’m not a rotten sinner…I’m actually pretty good at it!” Sadly, we all are. And we are also “wretched” sinners. John Newton confessed it long ago, and we have all confessed it many times: “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me….” 

I was sharing the gospel, sharing Christ with a man decades ago. We came to the part where God declares that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” I asked that older man if he knew he was a sinner. He objected: “I have probably sinned in my life, but I wouldn’t say that I am a sinner.” 

And, you understand: this man could not be saved! Jesus declared that he came not to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance. If this man thought he was already good enough, then he didn’t need any savior. But, of course, he was not good enough. He was indeed a sinner. 

B. Can you be saved? Are you a sinner? Are you a wretch, as we sing in the old hymn? A newer hymn points to the same wonder of God’s saving a wretch like me.


“How deep the Father’s love for us


How vast, beyond all measure.


That he would give his only Son 


To make a wretch his treasure.” 

Maybe you can identify with some of the wretches, the sinners recorded in this text. 


1. There was the ungrateful Simon. He is called “Simon the leper.” That should be “former leper.” If he was still a leper, he would be completely quarantined; nobody would have been visiting his home. Luke 7 records a similar story of a man named Simon, a pharisee, who had Jesus to his home, but who treated Jesus without common courtesy. If it’s the same “Simon” whom Jesus had released from the grim death sentence of leprosy, then we see immediately the grave offense of ingratitude. 


It may have been a different Simon and a different occasion. But the sin of ingratitude is very great. In Romans 1:21, Paul points to it as the root of all sin: “For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened.”
   


2. There was also this woman who anointed Jesus. Here was an extravagant expression of gratitude, probably for sins forgiven. Breaking the sealed neck of the flask meant she could reserve none of it. She so loved Jesus, and she alone had taken Jesus’ words about his own impending betrayal and death to heart. She alone believed Jesus in this regard and came to honor him. 


This is Jesus’ understanding of her actions: “6 But Jesus said, “Leave her alone. Why do you trouble her? She has done a beautiful thing to me. 7 For you always have the poor with you, and whenever you want, you can do good for them. But you will not always have me. 8 She has done what she could; she has anointed my body beforehand for burial. 9 And truly, I say to you, wherever the gospel is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in memory of her.”

3. And then there were the grumblers, the complainers. “4 There were some who said to themselves indignantly, “Why was the ointment wasted like that? 5 For this ointment could have been sold for more than three hundred denarii and given to the poor.” And they scolded her.” They were those who were, perhaps, expecting Jesus to do something for them or to provide something to them. But they did not love Jesus enough to want to honor him as this woman did. And they did not believe Jesus when he had spoken about his coming torture and death. It makes me think of the many times I have grumbled about the Lord’s sovereign, wise provision of trials instead of thanking him for Jesus who has saved me from death and hell. 


4. And finally, there is the betrayer, Judas. “10 Then Judas Iscariot, who was one of the twelve, went to the chief priests in order to betray him to them. 11 And when they heard it, they were glad and promised to give him money. And he sought an opportunity to betray him.”  We will meet him again, soon. 

There have been many attempts to rehabilitate Judas, to somehow excuse his horrific act of betrayal of the Son of God: “He felt like an outsider to the group.” “He was only trying to push Jesus into a confrontation.” “He never got a pony for his birthday.” None of these works, of course, and there is no excuse. But we should take to heart the fact that the same sinner’s heart dwells in us, and that, let’s be honest, we have failed to acknowledge Jesus in situations that would have seemed awkward. 

CONCLUSION


And then there is Jesus, faithful, steadfast, determined to finish his mission which was our salvation. He is the true “promise keeper.” Nothing could dissuade him from finishing the work appointed by his Father. So, we see the truth in bright lights: “God always keeps his promises, not matter the cost, to save wretched sinners. J 
____________________________________________________________________________________________


