 TWENTY-FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST  MARK 12: 38-44 NOVEMBER 8, 2015
MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,
    TWO WEEKS FROM TODAY, ON NOVEMBER 22ND AT 6:00PM, WE WILL HAVE OUR ANNUAL CONGREGATIONAL MEETING TO SET OUR SPENDING GUIDE FOR 2016.  I CAN’T SPEAK FOR OTHER CONGREGATIONS BUT HERE AT MESSIAH WE REALLY DON’T TALK ABOUT MONEY VERY MUCH.  WE DON’T HAVE THOSE USUAL STEWARDSHIP PROGRAMS OR SERMONS ABOUT MONEY THAT ARE COMMON IN MANY CONGREGATIONS.  THE ONLY TIME WE FORMALLY ADDRESS OUR FINANCIAL NEEDS IS IN THE ANNUAL LETTER MAILED OUT IN JANUARY TO REMIND EVERYONE ABOUT OUR AGREED UPON SPENDING GUIDE FOR THE NEW YEAR.  OUR BASIC APPROACH IS TO LET YOU, GOD’S PEOPLE, SET OUR SPENDING GUIDE AND THEN THE CHURCH COUNCIL KEEPS YOU INFORMED ….AS YOU CAN SEE IN TODAY’S BULLETIN AND EVERY BULLETIN.  AND THEN WE RELY ON GOD TO WORK IN YOUR HEARTS THROUGH THE GOSPEL OF HIS LOVE AND FORGIVENESS IN JESUS CHRIST GIVEN TO YOU IN HIS WORD AND SACRAMENTS.   WHICH BRINGS ME TO OUR GOSPEL READING FOR TODAY.  THE MAIN FOCUS OF OUR TEXT IS ON A POOR WIDOW WHO IS PRAISED BY JESUS FOR HER OFFERING TO THE TEMPLE AND ITS MINISTRY.  WHAT WAS IT ABOUT HER THAT CAUSED JESUS TO PRAISE HER SO MUCH?  WELL, IT WAS AN ISSUE OF “QUALITY OVER QUANTITY.”
I.  THERE ARE PROBABLY AT LEAST TWO REASONS WHY MONEY CAN BE SUCH A TOUCHY SUBJECT IN THE CHURCH.  ONE IS GREED.  SAD TRUTH IS THAT SOME PREACHERS, INCLUDING SOME TV PREACHERS,  TRY TO MAKE MONEY OFF OF CHRISTIANITY…….IN HIS FIRST LETTER TO YOUNG PASTOR TIMOTHY THE APOSTLE PAUL SAYS THAT SOME PEOPLE THINK THAT “GODLINESS IS A MEANS OF GAIN” (6:5, ESV).    IT SEEMS THAT THE PROBLEM WITH GREEDY PREACHERS HAS BEEN AROUND FOR A LONG TIME.  BUT THE SAME PROBLEM CAN AFFLICT PEOPLE SITTING IN THE PEWS.   BY NATURE, PEOPLE ARE SELF-CENTERED AND STINGY.  WE LIKE OUR MONEY AND THE MORE WE GIVE AWAY….WELL, THE LESS WE HAVE FOR OURSELVES.  PRETTY SIMPLE.  AND YET AS CHRISTIANS, GOD WANTS US TO USE OUR MONEY, NOT ONLY FOR OURSELVES, BUT TO HELP OTHER PEOPLE IN NEED, AND YES TO SUPPORT THE GOSPEL MINISTRY OF HIS SON.
     A.  AND SO THROUGHOUT THE OLD TESTAMENT GOD EXPECTED HIS PEOPLE TO FINANCIALLY SUPPORT HIS TEMPLE WHICH HAD MANY EXPENSES TO MAINTAIN IT.  THE PEOPLE WHO WORKED THERE HAD TO BE PAID.  ITEMS HAD TO BE PURCHASED TO BE USED IN THE SERVICES.  REPAIRS HAD TO BE MADE TO THE FACILITIES.  AND ON AND ON.  SO, THE TEMPLE WAS ABLE TO OPERATE BECAUSE OF THE OFFERINGS GIVEN BY GOD’S PEOPLE AS 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).     FAST FORWARD OVER FIVE HUNDRED YEARS AND THAT’S WHAT THE PEOPLE WERE DOING IN OUR TEXT.  IT WAS THROUGH THE MINISTRY OF THE TEMPLE IN JERUSALEM THAT GOD GAVE HIS PEOPLE THE GIFT OF FORGIVENESS IN THE PROMISED MESSIAH.  ALL OF THE ANIMAL SACRIFICES THAT WERE 
OFFERED BY THE PEOPLE WERE SYMBOLS FOR THE MESSIAH WHO WOULD ONE DAY COME AND DIE FOR THEM AND GIVE THEM FORGIVENESS.  SO GOD’S PEOPLE SUPPORTED THE TEMPLE WITH THEIR MONEY NOT ONLY BECAUSE IT WAS GOD’S WILL…..BUT BECAUSE OF THE BLESSINGS THEY RECEIVED THROUGH IT.    
      B.  AND THIS WAS ALSO TRUE OF JESUS.     DID YOU KNOW THAT JESUS’ THREE YEAR MINISTRY WAS ALSO MADE POSSIBLE BY PEOPLE GIVING MONEY?  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).    BEFORE THE COMING OF JESUS, GOD DWELT IN THE TEMPLE IN JERUSALEM….BUT THAT CHANGED WITH THE COMING OF JESUS.  EVER SINCE THAT FIRST CHRISTMAS, GOD NOW DWELLS IN THE MAN, JESUS CHRIST.  AND JUST AS GOD’S PEOPLE SUPPORTED THE TEMPLE BECAUSE IT BROUGHT THEM GOD’S FORGIVENESS AND SALVATION IN THE COMING MESSIAH…………SO LIKEWISE THOSE WHO BELIEVED THAT JESUS WAS THAT MESSIAH SUPPORTED HIM WITH THEIR MONEY AND POSSESSIONS.……BECAUSE THEY BELIEVED THAT HE BROUGHT GOD’S FORGIVENESS AND SALVATION IN A NEW AND BETTER WAY.
     C.  AND THIS IS STILL TRUE WITH US TODAY……….TRUE, JESUS IS NO LONGER WITH US IN A VISIBLE WAY…BUT BECAUSE  HE SITS AT THE RIGHT HAND OF GOD THE FATHER ALMIGHTY…. JESUS IS WITH US, BUT IN A NEW AND VERY REAL WAY AS JESUS SAYS AT THE END OF MATTHEW’S GOSPEL:   “AND BEHOLD, I AM WITH YOU ALWAYS, TO THE END OF THE AGE” (28: 20, ESV)..”   WE CAN'T SEE HIM WITH OUR EYES BUT JESUS COMES TO US IN A PERSONAL AND INTIMATE WAY THROUGH HIS WORD AND HIS SACRAMENTS.  THROUGH THESE MEANS OF GRACE HE GIVES US GOD’S FORGIVENESS, LIFE AND SALVATION THAT HE HAS WON FOR US WITH HIS LIFE, DEATH, AND RESURRECTION.  AND THIS IS WHY GOD’S PEOPLE GIVE MONEY TO SUPPORT HIS CHURCH AND HIS MINISTRY.  SO PAUL WRITES IN HIS FIRST LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS:   “THE LORD COMMANDED THAT THOSE WHO PROCLAIM THE GOSPEL SHOULD GET THEIR LIVING BY THE GOSPEL” (9:14, ESV).    AND SO WE GIVE FINANCIAL OFFERINGS TO MESSIAH LUTHERAN CHURCH TO SUPPORT THE MINISTRY OF JESUS CHRIST.  ALL OF OUR EXPENSES HERE AT MESSIAH HAVE SOMETHING TO DO WITH SUPPORTING THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST……..FROM PAYING THE PASTORS’ SALARIES TO PAYING THE ELECTRIC BILLS AND EVERYTHING ELSE IN BETWEEN.
II.  SO THEN……THIS BRINGS US BACK TO THE POOR WIDOW AND HER OFFERING… ..BECAUSE JESUS PRAISES HER SO MUCH…HE HAS MADE HER AN EXAMPLE, A ROLE MODEL FOR US IN OUR OFFERINGS.  NO DOUBT JESUS CONFUSED EVERYONE WHEN HE SAID THAT THIS POOR WIDOW PUT IN MORE THAN ALL OF THE OTHERS.     
     A.  WHICH BRINGS US ONCE AGAIN TO THE TITLE FOR OUR SERMON:  QUALITY OVER 
QUANTITY”.  IT’S OBVIOUS THAT THIS WOMAN DID NOT PUT IN AS MUCH MONEY AS THE OTHER PEOPLE…. AND YET JESUS PRAISES HER….NOW BEFORE WE GET TOO EXCITED THAT WE ONLY HAVE TO GIVE A PENNY FOR OUR OFFERING …LET'S REMEMBER WHY JESUS PRAISED HER SO MUCH::  “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.”  DID YOU GET IT?   THE AMOUNT OF MONEY THAT WE GIVE TO THE CHURCH IS LESS IMPORTANT THAN THE PERCENTAGE OF OUR MONEY THAT WE GIVE.  TRUE, THE OTHER PEOPLE GAVE A LOT MORE THAN THE WIDOW BUT JESUS DOESN’T PRAISE THEM.  WHY?  BECAUSE SHE GAVE ALL OF HER MONEY SHE HAD.  SHE GAVE 100% OF HER INCOME, WHILE THE OTHERS, JESUS SAYS, GAVE “OUT OF THE ABUNDANCE”.  “OUT OF THEIR ABUNDANCE”.   IN OTHER WORDS…….WHAT THEY GAVE WAS SUCH A SMALL PERCENTAGE OF WHAT THEY HAD…..THEY WOULDN’T MISS THE MONEY THEY GAVE….THEY HAD A LOT MORE.  BUT THE WIDOW GAVE ALL SHE HAD.  TO BE HONEST WITH YOU, I’M NOT SURE THAT I COULD HAVE DONE WHAT THIS WIDOW DID………. WHAT WOULD SHE LIVE ON?  I DON’T KNOW….SHE MUST HAVE TRUSTED IN GOD TO PROVIDE FOR HER…WHAT GREAT FAITH.  AND THIS IS WHAT JESUS SAW.
     B.  WHICH BRINGS ME BACK TO US AND OUR FINANCIAL GIVING TO SUPPORT OUR MINISTRY.  FIRST, LET ME SAY THAT I DON’T HAVE A CLUE HOW MUCH MONEY YOU GIVE TO MESSIAH.  I NEVER LOOK AT YOUR OFFERINGS 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 IF YOU DON'T GIVE VERY MUCH I DON’T WANT TO KNOW THAT EITHER BECAUSE I DON’T WANT TO BE TEMPTED TO JUDGE YOU.  AND BESIDES, WHAT’S MORE IMPORTANT IS THAT JESUS KNOWS HOW MUCH YOU GIVE, RIGHT DOWN TO THE PERCENTAGE.   AND THAT'S HOW YOU SHOULD LOOK AT YOUR OFFERING TOO.   WHEN YOU THINK ABOUT YOUR OFFERING TO MESSIAH….DON’T LOOK SIMPLY AT THE AMOUNT YOU GIVE….BUT TAKE THE TIME TO FIGURE OUT THE PERCENTAGE OF YOUR INCOME IT IS.  IF YOU HAVE NEVER DONE THAT IT COULD BE QUITE REVEALING.  AND SINCE YOU ARE SPIRITUALLY FED AND NOURISHED IN THIS PLACE, MESSIAH SHOULD BE AT THE TOP OF ALL OF YOUR CHARITABLE GIVING.  
     C.  BUT THE REAL ISSUE HERE IS NOT MONEY.  THE REAL ISSUE IS FAITH.  LIKE THAT WIDOW, DO WE TRUST GOD ENOUGH SO THAT WE CAN BE GENEROUS WITH OUR OFFERING?  THAT’S THE HEART OF OUR GOSPEL READING AND THE LESSON ABOUT THE POOR WIDOW.  FAITH….TRUST…AND LOVE… FOR GOD… FOR JESUS AND LOVE FOR OTHERS SO THEY TOO CAN HEAR THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST.  OF COURSE, JESUS DOES NOT LOVE YOU ANY MORE IF YOU GIVE A LARGE OFFERING WITH A HIGH PERCENTAGE…AND HE DOESN’T LOVE YOU ANY LESS IF YOU GIVE A SMALL OFFERING OR A VERY LOW PERCENTAGE OF YOUR INCOME.….HIS LOVE FOR YOU IS CONSTANT …HIS LOVE FOR YOU NEVER CHANGES.    BECAUSE JESUS DIDN'T HOLD BACK ANYTHING IN HIS 
LOVE FOR YOU.  HE GAVE ONE HUNDRED PERCENT OF HIMSELF FOR YOU IN HIS SINLESS LIFE AND WITH HIS INNOCENT SUFFERING AND DEATH ON THE CROSS……..AND BECAUSE OF HIM ONE HUNDRED PERCENT OF YOUR SINS ARE FORGIVEN………….AND… HE WILL NEVER TAKE THAT BACK……….IT’S YOURS NOW AND FOREVER.
CONCLUSION:  SO THEN ON NOVEMBER 22, AT 6:00PM WE WILL HAVE OUR ANNUAL CONGREGATIONAL MEETING TO SET OUR NEW SPENDING GUIDE FOR 2016.  I HOPE YOU WILL JOIN US AS WE TALK ABOUT OUR MINISTRY HERE AT MESSIAH.  AND AS ALWAYS WE WILL TRUST GOD TO MOVE OUR HEARTS WITH HIS LOVE AND FORGIVENESS IN JESUS CHRIST.   BUT ALWAYS REMEMBER……WHATEVER WE GIVE FOR OUR OFFERING IS NOT ONLY BETWEEN US AND GOD…BUT WHAT WE GIVE ALSO REFLECTS OUR FAITH, OUR TRUST, AND OUR LOVE.  FOR THE STORY ABOUT THE POOR WIDOW SHOW US THAT JESUS DOESN’T SEE JUST THE MONEY…………..BUT, MORE IMPORTANTLY……HE SEES OUR HEARTS AND HOW MUCH WE LOVE HIM WHO FIRST LOVED US……AMEN.
