TWENTY-THIRD SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST         MARK 12: 41-44            NOVEMBER 8, 2009

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

     TWO WEEKS FROM TODAY ON NOVEMBER 22 AT 6:00PM WE WILL HAVE OUR ANNUAL CONGREGATIONAL MEETING TO SET OUR SPENDING GUIDE FOR 2010.  I CAN’T SPEAK FOR OTHER CONGREGATIONS BUT WE REALLY DON’T TALK ABOUT MONEY VERY MUCH HERE AT MESSIAH.  WE DON’T HAVE THOSE USUAL STEWARDSHIP PROGRAMS OR SERMONS.  THE ONLY TIME I ADDRESS THE FINANCIAL NEEDS OF OUR CONGREGATION IN ANY FORMAL WAY IS IN THE ANNUAL LETTER THAT YOU GET IN JANUARY AND WHICH YOU WILL GET NEXT JANUARY.  OUR BASIC APPROACH HERE AT MESSIAH IS TO LET YOU, GOD’S PEOPLE, SET OUR SPENDING GUIDE AND KEEP YOU INFORMED OF OUR FINANCIAL CONDITION.  AND THEN WE RELY ON GOD WORKING THROUGH HIS GOSPEL IN THE WORD AND THE SACRAMENTS TO MOVE YOU TO SUPPORT OUR MINISTRY THAT JESUS HAS GIVEN US.  IN VIEW OF ALL OF THIS WE MIGHT SAY THAT OUR GOSPEL LESSON FOR THIS MORNING IS FORTUITOUS.  AS IT SPEAKS ABOUT GIVING MONEY TO GOD’S CHURCH FOR HIS MINISTRY.  AND IT ALL IS FOCUSED ON A POOR WIDOW WHO IS PRAISED BY JESUS FOR GIVING MORE THAN ALL THE OTHER PEOPLE PUT TOGETHER.  WHAT WAS IT ABOUT THIS WOMEN’S GIVING THAT CAUSED JESUS TO SO PRAISE HER?  IT WAS AN ISSUE OF “QUALITY OVER QUANTITY”.  .  
I.  THERE ARE PROBABLY AT LEAST TWO REASONS WHY MONEY CAN BE A TOUCHY SUBJECT IN THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH.  ONE IS GREED.  SAD TRUTH IS THAT SOME PEOPLE TRY TO MAKE MONEY OFF RELIGION, EVEN CHRISTIANITY AS PAUL SAYS IN HIS FIRST LETTER TO TIMOTHY THAT SOME PEOPLE THINK THAT “GODLINESS  IS A MEANS OF GAIN” (6:5, ESV).   BUT THE SECOND REASON IS THE STINGINESS AND SELF-CENTEREDNESS OF PEOPLE.   WE LIKE OUR MONEY AND THE MORE WE GIVE AWAY…THE LESS WE HAVE FOR OURSELVES.  PRETTY SIMPLE.  AND YET AS GOD’S PEOPLE WE ARE USE OUR MONEY THE WAY HE WANTS US TO USE OUR MONEY. 
      A.  AND FROM THE MOMENT GOD GAVE HIS PEOPLE THE TABERNACLE AND LATER THE TEMPLE GOD EXPECTED THEM TO SUPPORT IT.  FOR THERE WERE COSTS ASSOCIATED WITH TEMPLE.  THE PEOPLE WHO WORKED THERE WERE PAID.  ITEMS HAD TO BE PURCHASED FOR THE WORSHIP.  REPAIRS HAD TO BE MADE TO THE FACILITIES AND SO ON.  SO WE READ IN 2 KINGS 12: 4:  “ALL THE MONEY OF THE HOLY THINGS THAT IS BROUGHT INTO THE HOUSE OF THE LORD…THE MONEY THAT A MAN’S HEART PROMPTS HIM TO BRING INTO THE HOUSE OF THE LORD” (ESV)..   SOME OFFERINGS WERE REQUIRED AND OTHERS WERE FREE-WILL OFFERINGS.  AND THAT’S WHAT ALL THE PEOPLE WERE DOING IN OUR GOSPEL LESSON BECAUSE THE TEMPLE WAS THE VERY PRESENCE OF THEIR GOD IN THEIR MIDST.  AND IT WAS THROUGH THE MINISTRY OF THE TEMPLE THAT GOD BROUGHT THEM THE FORGIVENESS OF THEIR SINS AND SALVATION THAT WAS PROMISED IN THE COMING MESSIAH, JESUS.  IT WAS THROUGH THE TEMPLE AND ITS SACRIFICES THAT GOD’S PEOPLE HAD FELLOWSHIP WITH GOD THROUGH THE FORGIVENESS OF THEIR SINS.  
     B. AND THIS WAS ALSO TRUE OF JESUS.  HIS MINISTRY WAS ALSO SUPPORTED WITH MONEY.  REMEMBER?  JUDAS WAS THE TREASURER.  AND SO WE READ IN LUKE’S GOSPEL:  “SOON  AFTERWARD [JESUS] WENT ON…BRINGING THE GOOD NEWS OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD.  AND THE TWELVE WERE WITH HIM…MARY CALLED MAGDALENE…AND JOANNA, THE WIFE OF CHUZA, …AND SUSANNA, AND MANY OTHERS…PROVIDED FOR THEM OUT OF THEIR MEANS.” (8:1, 2, ESV).  IN THE OLD TESTAMENT THE DWELLING OF GOD WAS IN THE TEMPLE.  IN JESUS’ DAY THE DWELLING OF GOD WAS IN JESUS.  AND JUST AS GOD’S PEOPLE SUPPORTED THE TEMPLE BECAUSE IT BROUGHT THEM GOD’S FORGIVENESS AND SALVATION BY POINTING TO JESUS.--- SO LIKEWISE GOD’S PEOPLE SUPPORTED JESUS BECAUSE HE BROUGHT THEM GOD’S FORGIVENESS  AND SALVATION.  

     C.  AND NOW THAT JESUS HAS ASCENDED INTO HEAVEN AND SITS AT THE RIGHT HAND OF GOD THE FATHER ALMIGHTY GOD’S PRESENCE IS NOW TO BE FOUND IN HIS CHURCH, WHICH IS HIS BODY.  SO PAUL SAYS IN HIS LETTER TO TIMOTHY:  “IF I DELAY, YOU MAY KNOW HOW ONE OUGHT TO BEHAVE IN THE HOUSEHOLD OF GOD, WHICH IS THE CHURCH OF THE LIVING GOD, A PILLAR AND BUTTRESS OF THE TRUTH” (1 TIM. 3:5, ESV).   THE ONE TRUE LIVING GOD AND HIS SALVATION FROM DEATH AND DAMNATION ARE FOUND ONLY IN THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH GIVEN THROUGH GOD’S WORD AND HIS SACRAMENTS OF BAPTISM AND THE ALTAR.  THROUGH THESE MEANS OF GRACE PEOPLE ARE BROUGHT TO FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST AND KEPT IN THAT FAITH AS PAUL SAYS IN HIS LETTER TO THE EPHESIANS:  “SO THAT THROUGH THE CHURCH THE MANIFOLD WISDOM OF GOD MIGHT NOW BE MADE KNOWN” (EPH. 3: 10, ESV)..  AND THIS IS WHY GOD’S PEOPLE GIVE THEIR MONEY TO SUPPORT THE CHURCH AND ITS MINISTRY AS PAUL SAYS IN HIS FIRST LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS: “IN THE SAME WAY, THE LORD COMMANDED THAT THOSE WHO PROCLAIM THE GOSPEL SHOULD GET THEIR LIVING BY THE GOSPEL” (9; 14, ESV).   WE GIVE OFFERINGS TO MESSIAH LUTHERAN CHURCH, THEN, TO SUPPORT THIS GOSPEL MINISTRY OF JESUS CHRIST.  ALL THAT WE DO HERE…ALL OUR EXPENSES HERE HAVE TO DO WITH THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST.
II.  SO THEN THAT BRINGS US BACK TO THE POOR WIDOW AND HER OFFERING..  THIS WOMAN IS AN EXAMPLE, A ROLE MODEL FOR US BECAUSE JESUS PRAISES HER FOR HER FINANCIAL OFFERING. INDEED, HE SAYS THAT SHE PUT IN MORE THAN ALL THE OTHERS.  AND YET SHE ONLY PUT IN TWO SMALL COPPER COINS WHICH ONLY ADDED UP TO A PENNY.

    A.  WHICH BRING US TO THE TITLE FOR OUR SERMON:  “QUALITY OVER QUANTITY”.  IT’S OBVIOUS THAT THIS WOMAN DID NOT PUT IN AS MUCH MONEY AS ALL THE OTHER PEOPLE.  YET JESUS PRAISES HER:  “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.”   JESUS TEACHES US ALL SOMETHING IMPORTANT HERE:  HE DOES NOT LOOK AT THE AMOUNT OF MONEY THAT PEOPLE GIVE…..HE LOOKS AT THE PERCENTAGE THAT IS GIVEN.  TRUE, HER AMOUNT WAS VERY SMALL:  A PENNY.  BUT WHAT WAS THE PERCENTAGE THAT SHE GAVE?  ONE HUNDRED PERCENT!  SHE HAD A CHOICE TO MAKE.  SHE COULD GIVE NOTHING….MY GOODNESS SHE NEEDED THE MONEY MORE THAN THE TEMPLE DID…THE TEMPLE HAD LOTS OF MONEY.  OR SHE COULD HAVE ONLY GIVEN ONE OF COINS AND SAVED THE OTHER FOR HERSELF…FOR A “RAINEY DAY”.  NOW JESUS IS NOT SIMPLY PRAISING HER GENEROSITY BUT HE IS PRAISING HER FOR HER TRUST IN GOD.  SHE WAS DOING WHAT JESUS REFERS TO IN HIS SERMON ON THE MOUNT:  “THEREFORE DO NOT BE ANXIOUS, SAYING, ‘WHAT SHALL WE EAT?’ OR ‘WHAT SHALL WE DRINK?’ OR ‘ WHAT SHALL WE WEAR?’ …BUT SEEK FIRST THE KINGDOM OF GOD AND HIS RIGHTEOUSNESS AND ALL THESE THINGS WILL BE ADDED TO YOU’ (MATT. 6: 31, 33, ESV).   BY GIVING ALL SHE HAD TO HELP SUPPORT GOD’S TEMPLE THIS POOR WIDOW WAS SEEKING “FIRST THE KINGDOM OF GOD AND HIS RIGHTEOUSNESS” AND TRUSTING THAT GOD WOULD GIVE HER WHAT SHE NEEDED FOR HER DAILY LIVING.  HOW?  I DON’T KNOW?  WE DON’T KNOW WHAT HAPPENED TO THIS POOR WIDOW.  WE DON’T EVEN KNOW HER NAME.  AND YET HERE SHE IS NOT ONLY IN MARK’S GOSPEL, BUT LUKE’S AS WELL.  ONLY GOD KNOWS HOW MANY COUNTLESS MILLIONS OF CHRISTIANS HAVE BEEN INFLUENCED BY HER EXAMPLE.  BUT ONE DAY WE SHALL SEE HER ON THE DAY OF THE RESURRECTION.
     B.  WHICH BRINGS ME BACK TO US AND OUR FINANCIAL SUPPORT OF THE GOSPEL MINISTRY WHICH JESUS HAS GIVEN TO US HERE AT MESSIAH.  FIRST LET ME SAY THAT I DON’T HAVE A CLUE HOW MUCH MONEY YOU GIVE TO MESSIAH.  AND I DON’T WANT TO KNOW.  WHY NOT?  WELL, FIRST OF ALL THAT’S BETWEEN YOU AND GOD.  AND SECOND, I DON’T WANT TO BE INFLUENCED BY HOW MUCH OR BY HOW LITTLE MONEY YOU GIVE.  IF YOU GIVE A LOT OF MONEY I DON’T WANT TO BE TEMPTED TO SHOW YOU ANY FAVORITISM.  AND WHAT ABOUT THOSE WHO DON’T GIVE VERY MUCH?  WHAT WOULD BE MY CONCERN HERE?  WELL IT’S NOT ABOUT THOSE WHO DON’T GIVE VERY MUCH BECAUSE THEY DON’T HAVE VERY MUCH.  NO, MY CONCERN WOULD BE ABOUT THOSE WHO COULD GIVE A LOT MORE TO OUR MINISTRY BUT THEY DON’T.   I DON’T WANT TO KNOW THAT EITHER.  AND BESIDES WHAT IS MOST IMPORTANT IS THAT JESUS KNOWS HOW MUCH YOU GIVE.  AND THAT’S THE MOST IMPORTANT THING.  BUT REMEMBER, HE DOESN’T JUST KNOW HOW MUCH YOU GIVE.  HE KNOWS WHAT PERCENTAGE OF YOUR INCOME YOU GIVE.  FOR HE KNOWS THAT YOUR LOVE FOR HIM AND HIS GOSPEL MINISTRY IS SHOWN BY YOUR FINANCIAL COMMITMENT.  HAVE YOU EVER SAT DOWN AND FIGURED OUT WHAT PERCENTAGE OF YOUR INCOME IS GIVEN TO SUPPORT OUR GOSPEL MINISTRY? THAT COULD BE QUITE REVEALING.  BUT THE REAL ISSUE HERE IS FAITH.  DO YOU TRUST GOD ENOUGH THAT YOU CAN BE GENEROUS WITH YOUR OFFERING AND KNOW THAT GOD WILL STILL MEET YOUR NEEDS?  THAT’S THE HEART OF THE LESSON JESUS WANTS TO TEACH US BY THIS POOR WIDOW---  FAITH, TRUST…AND LOVE---  LOVE FOR GOD, LOVE FOR JESUS AND LOVE OF OTHERS SO THAT THEY TOO CAN HEAR OF JESUS AND BE BUILT UP IN HIM IN HIS WORD AND SACRAMENTS.  OF COURSE, JESUS DOES NOT LOVE YOU ANY MORE IF YOUR PERCENTAGE GOES UP…AND HE DOESN’T LOVE YOU ANY LESS IF YOU ARE NOT GIVING WHAT YOU COULD BE GIVING.  HIS LOVE FOR YOU IS CONSTANT.  FOR HE GAVE ALL OF HIMSELF FOR YOU ON THE CROSS… AND HE WILL NEVER TAKE THAT BACK…IT IS YOURS FOREVER.
CONCLUSION:  SO THEN ON SUNDAY NOVEMBER 22 AT 6:00PM WE WILL HAVE OUR ANNUAL CONGREGATIONAL MEETING TO SET OUR NEW SPENDING GUIDE FOR 2010.  AND AS ALWAYS WE WILL TRUST GOD TO MOVE YOU, HIS PEOPLE, TO BE GENEROUS IN MEETING OUR NEEDS FOR NEXT YEAR.  BUT, OF COURSE WE ARE STILL IN OUR SPENDING GUIDE FOR 2009 AND IT’S NEVER TOO LATE TO LOOK AT OUR FINANCES AND OUR GIVING.  BUT ALWAYS REMEMBER…WHATEVER YOU GIVE IS NOT ONLY BETWEEN YOU AND GOD… BUT WHAT YOU GIVE REFLECTS YOUR FAITH, YOUR TRUST, AND YOUR LOVE.  FOR THE STORY ABOUT THE POOR WIDOW SHOWS US THAT JESUS DOESN’T SEE JUST THE MONEY….HE SEES OUR HEART.  AMEN.
