
Section A�� APRIL �010

Years ago my wife and I at-
tended the Philadelphia 

Conference on Reformed The-
ology from Friday through Sun-
day. Friends later reported we 
spent the entire weekend with 
them in Pittsburgh. 

Could both reports be 
correct? Aren’t they obviously 
contradictory? Nevertheless I can personally attest as 
an eyewitness that both accounts are entirely correct. 

different authors sometimes appear contradictory. 
This is the case with a dinner event during 

the week preceding the Crucifixion. At that 
dinner Mary poured perfume over Jesus, and He 
identified it as a burial anointing (Matthew 26:2-
13; Mark 14:1-9; John 12:1-8). Read the passages. 
Do you think they conflict? 

CONTRADICTIONS? 
Critics point to this dinner as an obvious example of 
three contradictions in the Bible because Matthew, 
Mark, and John seem to give confl icting accounts. 
Here’s the typical argument: 

1-Matthew and Mark say the dinner was at Simon’s 
house, but John places it at the home of Mary, Martha 
and Lazarus. 

2-Matthew and Mark 
put the dinner two days before 
Passover, but John puts it six 
days before Passover. 

3-Matthew and Mark say 
the woman poured perfume 
over Jesus’ head, but John says 
she anointed His feet with it. 

Some argue that John 
reports a different event from Matthew and Mark. 
This is possible but unlikely in my opinion. In the 
three accounts the settings and recorded comments 
from Jesus and other guests are so similar that all 
three biographers are surely describing the same 
event. (Luke 7:36-50 describes a similar but different 
incident much earlier in Jesus’ ministry.)

The passages seem contradictory on a casual 
reading. But careful reading and contemplation shows 
they are complementary rather than contradictory. 

LOCATION 
Matthew and Mark explicitly say the dinner was at 
Simon’s house. 

John does not say the dinner was at Lazarus’ 
house. John only says they made Him a supper there. 
The identity of  “they” is unspecifi ed as is the location 
”there.” The adverb  “there” refers back to Bethany, 
since John had just said that Jesus came to Bethany. 

John says Martha served, Lazarus was at the table, 
and Mary anointed Jesus’ feet. John says nothing 
contrary to Matthew’s and Mark’s reports that the 
dinner was at Simon’s house. 

TIMING 
John says Jesus arrived in Bethany six days before the 
Passover. He does not say when the supper occurred. 

Matthew reports that after Jesus fi nished a discourse, 
He said it was two days till Passover. Mark says the 
Passover was two days off when the chief priests and 
scribes were seeking to seize and kill Jesus. 

Both Matthew and Mark then say that while Jesus 
was in Bethany at Simon’s home, the supper was held. 
They don’t say exactly when the supper occurred. 

Matthew, Mark and John all say the supper 
occurred while Jesus was at Bethany. None specify 
exactly when the supper occurred during the several 
days He was in Bethany, so the accounts cannot be 
contradictory on that score. 

Simon the Leper hosted the dinner at his house. 

The siblings Lazarus, Mary and Martha participated 
in various ways. The supper took place some time 
during the six days preceding the Passover. None of 
the gospels specify exactly when it occurred. 

PERFUME 
Apparently Mary (named only by John) poured perfume 
over both Jesus’ head and feet. John reports Mary used a 
pound of perfume which would be about a pint. 

Mark reports that she broke the alabaster vial and 
poured it out on his head. Breaking the vial means 
it may have been dumped out all at once. Obviously 
some could have spilled over his feet, which John 
reports as being dried with Mary’s hair. 

Or Mary may have poured some over His head and 
the remainder over his feet. A pint of perfume would 
have been more than enough for both head and feet. 
In fact, John reports that there was so much that the 

house was fi lled with the fragrance of the perfume. 
Matthew and Luke report one detail (head); John 

reports another (feet). The reports are complementary 
– not contradictory. 

All three biographers agree that the perfume was 
very expensive. Mark and John say that it could have 
been sold for 300 denarii. 

A denarius was about a day’s wage, so the bottle of 
perfume was worth about a year’s earnings – roughly 
$50,000 today. No wonder dumping it out over Jesus’ 
head and feet created such a stir! Yet Jesus saw it as an 
appropriate use of fi nancial resources. 

COMPLEMENTARY 
This dinner at Simon the Leper’s house is an example 
of a case that at fi rst seems contradictory, but when 
examined more closely, the three accounts are consis-
tent and complementary. There is no confl ict. 

It’s the same with the situation at the beginning 
of this column. The Philadelphia Conference on 
Reformed Theology is held every year in multiple 
cities. The session we attended with our friends was 
in Pittsburgh. When you know all the facts, seemingly 
contradictory accounts no longer contradict. 

There are no contradictions in the Bible. Accounts 
from different witnesses may vary in which details they 
choose to record, but all are true. None contradict. It is 
arrogant and presumptuous to assume an error in the 
Bible with only partial knowledge of circumstances. 

The case of Simon’s dinner is typical of supposed 
contradictions in the Bible. Careful reading, thought, 
and research yield solid explanations. 

The Word of the crucifi ed and risen Lord can stand 
up to rigorous scrutiny and inquiry. Even for the most 
analytical intellect, Scripture merits full confi dence 
and passionate obedience. 

woodsidenews.org. Read the Bible-Science Guy blog 
at BibleScienceGuy.wordpress.com and follow him at 
twitter.com/BibleScienceGuy.
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bible accounts from different witnesses may vary in 

which details they choose to record, but all are true. 

None contradict.

Mary anointing 
Jesus at simon’s 
home in Bethany. 
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