1 Kings 17:8–16

8 Then the word of the Lord came to him, 9 “Arise, go to Zarephath, which belongs to Sidon, and dwell there. Behold, I have commanded a widow there to feed you.” 10 So he arose and went to Zarephath. And when he came to the gate of the city, behold, a widow was there gathering sticks. And he called to her and said, “Bring me a little water in a vessel, that I may drink.” 11 And as she was going to bring it, he called to her and said, “Bring me a morsel of bread in your hand.” 12 And she said,  “As the Lord your God lives, I have nothing baked, only a handful of flour in a jar and a little oil in a jug. And now I am gathering a couple of sticks that I may go in and prepare it for myself and my son, that we may eat it and die.” 13 And Elijah said to her, “Do not fear; go and do as you have said. But first make me a little cake of it and bring it to me, and afterward make something for yourself and your son. 14 For thus says the Lord the God of Israel, ‘The jar of flour shall not be spent, and the jug of oil shall not be empty, until the day that the Lord sends rain upon the earth.’ ” 15 And she went and did as Elijah said. And she and he and her household ate for many days. 16 The jar of flour was not spent, neither did the jug of oil become empty, according to the word of the Lord that he spoke by Elijah. 

Hebrews 9:24–28

For Christ has entered, not into holy places made with hands, which are copies of the true things, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf. 25 Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, as the high priest enters the holy places every year with blood not his own, 26 for then he would have had to suffer repeatedly since the foundation of the world. But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. 27 And just as it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment, 28 so Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him. 

Mark 12:38–44

And in his teaching he said, “Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes and like greetings in the marketplaces 39 and have the best seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at feasts, 40 who devour widows’ houses and for a pretense make long prayers. They will receive the greater condemnation.” 

41 And he sat down opposite the treasury and watched the people putting money into the offering box. Many rich people put in large sums. 42 And a poor widow came and put in two small copper coins, which make a penny.﻿ 43 And he called his disciples to him and said to them, “Truly, I say to you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the offering box. 44 For they all contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.” 

All Gave Some; Some Gave All

I saw a bumper sticker the other day, patriotic, "All gave some, but some gave all."  As we think of Veterans Day coming up we are reminded of this truth often taken for granted.  The freedom that you enjoy costs something.  This freedom was paid for with the blood, sweat, and tears of fighting men and women who saw this freedom as something worth fighting for.  All veterans gave and sacrificed some, but some gave and sacrificed all.  We thank God for the service of all veterans.  

It is this sobering "some gave all" reality that gets me thinking about the Gospel lesson for today.  The text tells us that this poor widow gave two small copper coins, which amounted to a penny.  We are told exactly how much she gave for good theological reason.  You see the original Greek states that she put in two lepta, which make a kodrantes; a Roman copper coin that was worth about 1/64 of a denarius, a denarius being one day's wage for a laborer.  I did the math on this, calculating what this fractional amount would equal in today's economy.  Take the average per capita income in Iowa, $44K and boil that down to one day and then divide by 64 to determine all that the woman had to live on.  $1.88 per day!  This is all the woman had in the world!  

Jesus never says here that the widow put in her last $1.88 that was left over after the groceries were covered, the bills were paid, and the car got gassed up, she got herself a new blouse and shoes, and the IRA contribution was made for retirement.  She had a $1.88 to live on—period.  It is that $1.88, her only $1.88, that she faithfully gave back to the Lord.  You can be sure that the more affluent people around her put in far more than she did, dollar-wise, yet Jesus says quite clearly that she gave far more than any of them.  Did she know if anything better was going to be coming her way?  No!  In fact, we're never told that this woman went on to be blessed with an abundance of material wealth because of this blessed act of stewardship.  For all we know, she may very well have made the ultimate sacrifice, dying from starvation a few days later, but she would've died in saving faith.  

Well, you might think that making mention of this little fact isn't exactly encouraging me to give more, right.  My brothers and sisters in Christ, you know as I’ve said before: I don't care how much you give.  God doesn't care how much you give.  God cares about your heart.  He cares that your heart is in the right place when you give.  That's precisely why our Lord calls this widow's meager offering given out of her immense poverty greater than all those who contributed to the offering box out of their abundance.  She didn't give for a tax deduction.  She didn't give for a pat on the back.  She didn't give what was left over.  She didn't let everyone around her know that she just gave her last $1.88 and that they all needed to feel sorry for her.  She wasn't looking for a pity party!  Nobody knew any of this except Jesus, who knew her situation, her motivation, and her heart.  

Almighty God knows your situation, your motivation, and your heart too.  You can fool everybody else, but you can't fool Him.  He knows the truth of your stewardship.  He knows when the "some" of what you give is not all that you could give.  He knows when your heart is stingy and greedy and holding back, or just giving your leftovers.  Mostly people only view stewardship in terms of money in the plate.  Stewardship is also about sacrificing time and talent.  God doesn't want your time and talent leftovers either.  Nor does He want your treasure, time and talent on some barter system.  You know like when you tell God that you’ll cut back on your monetary giving but off set that with increasing your time spent helping.  As if these gifts of His are commodities that you can now use to sweeten your deal and lessen the financial load.  Justify it however you want, but when you get down to it, you're trying to buy off God.  You're prostituting your time and talent in order to keep a little treasure back for yourself.  God knows when the gifts you give, whether it's your time, your talent, or your treasures, even if they are a mathematical "ten-percent," are given as a leftovers or as a way of keeping score.  I don't mean to burst your bubble, but God is not impressed with such shallow and self-centered giving.  His love is not bought.  It's not earned.  His love is ours as an absolutely free and unmerited gift because of Jesus Christ's all-atoning gift. 

This may blow your minds, but today's lessons really have nothing to do with giving a certain prescribed amount.  Today's lessons are all about trust and faith; trust and faith that naturally bears fruit in our stewardship; the first-fruits of stewardship that we return to Him out of humble thankfulness and joy.  The Old Testament often speaks of this first-fruits stewardship in terms of produce and crops.  You know the farmer giving the “first fruits” may be giving the whole crop that he is able to harvest.  What if it floods tomorrow?  What if there's a lightning strike and fire or locusts?  What if he gets injured and can't work and has to watch from his bed as his crops die off in the field, un-harvested?  Just like us, there are any number of reasons why he could and should get everything squared away and covered and then give what's left over to God.  But that's not what the faithful Old Testament farmer does.  He gives the very first fruits of the harvest away in the full trust and confidence that God will provide.  He gives it away knowing that whether he lives or dies he belongs to God.  Even though the next meal may not be a sure thing, he knows that his salvation is absolutely sure and certain.  There it is, the first commandment; fear, love, and trust in God above all things.  

My brothers and sisters in Christ: Trust /Faith is what it comes down to when we speak of proper stewardship.  God has entrusted us as caretakers with a wide array of His rich gifts to use in praise and worship of Him as well as in faithful Christian service to one another; especially to those who don't yet know of Jesus Christ and the life and salvation that is theirs in His sacrifice.  That's the key here: sacrifice.  I don't think anybody will disagree that stewardship requires sacrifice, but without Christ's all-atoning, all-redeeming sacrifice at the center, all other sacrifice on our part is but a dirty, soiled rag before God.  

This is precisely why I will not tell you that you need to do more or give more.  I can't make you do anything.  All I can do as a faithful servant of God is point you to the cross and sacrifice of Jesus Christ.  In terms of salvation, all gave none (not some), because that's all we have to offer—nothing.  This is why Christ Jesus gave all.  He selflessly sacrificed everything for the lives of His fallen, rebellious, and greedy creations.  He gave all so that we could have all—all of heaven, all of life, all of salvation…all of God's free and undeserving love.  This is why I will never tell you what you need to do.  Saving faith and trust in this justification reality will bear righteous, God-pleasing fruit in all areas of life, of this I am confident.  The Bible tells me so.  

Understood in this light, the light of the cross of Christ, all these other sacrifices of ours that we make in this life, whether it's with our free and unmerited gifts of time, talent, or treasures, cease to be burdens and chores that somebody else can do.  They cease to be something we squeeze in if time permits or budget in if we have enough left over.  When understood in the all-redeeming, loving light of the cross of Jesus Christ all these gifts in our lives, whether they're great or small, are instead rightly recognized for what they truly are: the joyous gifts and opportunities God freely grants us to serve and thank and praise and trust in Him for all that He has already given up for us in His life-giving, life-saving death and resurrection.  

AMEN

