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“THE MOST DIFFICULT SUBJECT OF ALL”
Mark 12:38-44
As he taught, Jesus said, "Watch out for the teachers of the law. They like to walk around in flowing robes and be greeted in the marketplaces, and have the most important seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at banquets. They devour widows' houses and for a show make lengthy prayers. Such men will be punished most severely."  Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were put and watched the crowd putting their money into the temple treasury. Many rich people threw in large amounts. But a poor widow came and put in two very small copper coins, worth only a fraction of a penny.  Calling his disciples to him, Jesus said, "I tell you the truth, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything—all she had to live on."  
This is an interesting scene in the life of Jesus.  He has been teaching and preaching in Jerusalem when he makes his way over to the outer court of the Temple and sits down opposite the Temple treasury.  In the outer court of the Temple there were 13 horn-shaped metal receptacles into which persons placed their religious offerings, their offerings for the benefit of the Temple and for God’s work through the Temple.  Well, again, Jesus sits down opposite the receptacles so he can see what persons are giving.  He watches the influential and the wealthy make their offerings and then he sees a poor widow put in “two very small copper coins, worth only a fraction of a penny.”  It is, according to Mark, all she had.  Jesus is so moved by the woman’s gift that he immediately calls the disciples together and says to them, "I tell you the truth, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything—all she had to live on."
On this Sunday heading toward our financial commitment Sundays on November 25 and December 2 I want to share four truths from this story, this scene in the life of Jesus.

I.  OUR GIVING MATTERS TO GOD

What stands out, first, in this biblical scenario is that Jesus intentionally makes his way to where he can what persons are giving, what religious offerings they are making.  He did that because he wanted to see what persons were doing with their giving for God’s work.  

Do you realize that Jesus spoke more about money and the use of material possessions in our life than he did about any other subjects other than the Kingdom of God.  If you were to make a list of all the things Jesus talked about, you would discover that second on that list would be money and material possessions in our lives; second only to the theme of the Kingdom of God.  The truth is Jesus talked more about money than he did about prayer.  Jesus talked more about money than he did about faith.  Jesus talked more about money than he did about love.  Jesus talked more about money than he did about forgiveness.  Jesus even talked more about money and material possessions than he did about salvation.


Why did Jesus talk so much about money and material possessions in our lives?  Because Jesus believed that how we use our money, what we do with material possessions in our lives, is a true barometer of our spirituality, a real barometer of our commitment to God.


What you give matters to God.  What I give of my financial resources matters to God.
II. THIS WIDOW GAVE SACRIFICIALLY
According to the text, this woman gave “everything – all she had to live on.”  That’s a rather 

compelling statement.  Does this mean she gave her food money?  Does this mean she gave her prescription money?  Does this mean she gave her utilities money?  I don’t know.  But obviously she gave truly sacrificially.  I don’t think God expects us to give up the necessities of life, but He does expect us to give generously and sacrificially.


It’s not about the amount of dollars we give.  There are persons in this church who can give thousands and thousands of dollars and not feel a real pinch in your budget.  Meanwhile there are persons who give hundreds and hundreds of dollars and who, like the widow, do feel a pinch in your budget.  You see, it’s not about the amount of dollars we give; it’s about the proportion of our income we give.  Not the dollar amount, but the percentage we give.


The Bible sets a standard of our giving toward which we all are expected to move and that standard is tithing.  We Methodists aren’t good at hearing that.  We have not been conditioned to the truth of tithing as we should have.  There is no way around it; tithing, giving 10% of our income to God’s work in the world, is what God expects.  Now those who aren’t tithing aren’t going to get there over night.  But you can move toward tithing.  If you’re giving 2% of your income to God’s work now, then move up to 3% and then 4% and head on toward being a faithful tither.

Let me be honest.  There is almost no way to be sacrificial in our giving if we’re not giving a challenging proportion of our income to God, if we’re not moving toward tithing.  
III. A THANKFUL SPIRIT IS THE KEY

I have to believe that this widow was a truly thankful woman.  She certainly did not have an easy life.  She had lost her husband and being a widow in Jewish society meant to a large extent you might be on your own.  She clearly had many difficulties in her life.  But she obviously also was a thankful person; thankful to God for all He had done for her.  No one is that self-giving who isn’t thankful!


I’ve told before the story about the 9 year old boy who brought his mother one morning a bill for all the chores he had to do.  His bill read:

Mowing the lawn     $5

Baby-sitting Little Sister   $2.75

Room Cleaning              $3.55

Helping Grocery Shop   $2.60

TOTAL DUE         $13.90

Well, the mother didn’t say anything at that moment.  But the next morning when the boy came down for breakfast he found two pieces of paper on the table at this chair.  One was the bill he had presented his mother and the other was her bill to him.  Here’s what her bill said:

Room, Board 9 Years    $86,130

Clothes for 9 Years        $38,470

Entertainment 9 Years    $21,254

Laundry for 9 Years       $11,972

TOTAL DUE           $157,826

The little boy looked at his bill, then at his mother’s bill, and sheepishly said, “Let’s just call it even!”


Well, you and I know it is never “even.”  We as human beings are the 9 year old and God is like the mom whose list puts us to shame.  If we are truly sensitive to all that God does for us, we will be eager to give generously in return.  One cannot be, I don’t believe, a truly thankful person and not want to be a self-giving person, a generous person, eager to give back to God for all that He has given to us; not the least of which is His profound grace and love.
IV. GREAT JOY COMES TO THE TRULY GIVING

I also have to believe that this widow was a joyful woman.  Yes, life had been rough to her.  Yes, 

things weren’t going all that well, but obviously she had discovered the wonderful truth that giving people are happy people.  Our stewardship theme this year is “The Privilege of Giving.”  And certainly giving to God’s work through the church and in the world is a grand privilege indeed.  But it’s also the roadway to profound joy.


I don’t know if you know the name Stephen Post or not.  He’s a professor of BioEthics and Family Medicine at Case Western Reserve University.  He’s the author of many books, including being general editor of a five volume set on bioethics.  He’s a scholar and a scientist.  But he’s also co-authored a book titled, Why Good Things Happen to Good People.  The book is the compilation of 50 years of research leading to the conclusion that self-giving people are happy people.  Self-giving people do better physically, mentally, and emotionally.  Their lives are better at every level; not perfect of course, but better.  A synopsis of the book reads:

“The astounding new research includes a fifty-year study showing that people who

are giving during their high school years have better physical and mental health

than those who don’t.  Helping others has shown to bring health benefits to those with chronic

 illness.  And studies show that people of all ages who help others on a regular basis, even in 

small ways, feel happiest.”
In the opening statement of the book, Post himself says, “IF I COULD TAKE ONE WORD WITH ME INTO ETERNITY, IT WOULD BE ‘GIVE.’” 

Well, we people of faith don’t need a new book to tell us that; we don’t need research to tell us that.  We’ve long known that.  Self-giving people are blessed people, happy people, people who feel fulfilled and enriched in life.

CLOSING

So, on this Sunday heading toward our financial commitment Sundays I say again:
1. OUR GIVING MATTERS TO GOD
2. WE’RE CALLED TO BE GENEROUS AND SACRIFICIAL IN OUR GIVING 
3. A THANKFUL SPIRIT IS THE KEY

4. GREAT JOY COMES TO THE TRULY GIVING[image: image1.png]



