11/08/09  Sermon:   “ The Rich Widow! ”  

( Texts:  Jeremiah 9:23-24;  2nd Corinthians 8:9 & 9:6-11;  Mark 12:41-44 )

************************************************************************

     We continue to experience difficult economic times in our nation.  Some people may not get raises this coming year.  Others have even lost their jobs.  Unemployment in the Detroit area is around 15%, and things don’t look like they will improve very soon.
     Nevertheless, most Americans are very well off.  In fact, even the very poor among us are rich compared with people who live in 3rd world nations.

     I was watching a documentary the other night about orphans in the African country of Uganda.  Their parents died of aids or were killed by rebel soldiers, and now these children have to fend for themselves.  They sleep on the streets and look through the garbage for scraps of food.

     The local Christian churches in Uganda try to help these children, but there’s only so much they can do because they are very poor themselves.  Nevertheless, these Ugandan Christians are giving these children what they need most of all – the Good News about Jesus and the riches of forgiveness and love they have in Him.  

     The title for today’s sermon is:  “The Rich Widow!”  That sermon title is talking about the widow in our Gospel reading.  But wait!  She wasn’t rich!  In fact, our Gospel reading says that she was a poor widow.  However, when I say that she was “rich” I’m not talking about money or possessions.  This widow had the kind of riches that really matter – the riches that will last for all eternity.

     With that understood, I have a question for you:  “Are you rich?”  Now, I’m not talking about how much money you may or may not have.  I’m asking you to consider if you have the riches that really matter – the riches that will last for all eternity.  Jesus once said:  “What will it profit a man if he gains the whole world but forfeits his soul?”

     In our Gospel reading we heard that Jesus sat down near the treasury for the Temple in Jerusalem.  Like our congregations today, the Jerusalem Temple and priests who served there were supported by the offerings of God’s people.  In fact, the Old Testament Scriptures required the Jews to give at least 10% of their income to support the Jerusalem Temple and provide for the priests.
     Jesus noticed that some rich people put in large sums of money.  Since they were rich, 10% of their income could have amounted to a very large sum of money.  If they gave more than 10% of their income, their offerings would have been even bigger.

     However, Jesus also noticed a poor widow who put in two small coins worth less than today’s penny.  Now, I don’t know about you, but if I see a penny on the ground I rarely even bother to pick it up.  A penny isn’t worthy very much.  You can’t even find penny candy in stores today.
     Now, if you compared the offerings given by the rich people and the offering given by this poor widow, it was obvious whose offering was worth more – from a human point of view, that is.  But listen again to what Jesus says:  “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.”

     Why did Jesus make this comparison?  It is possible that the rich people were proud about their large offerings, while looking down on the small offering of the poor widow.  But Jesus points out that they gave out of their abundance.  In other words, even though they gave 10% of their income or more, they didn’t even miss it because they had plenty of money leftover.
     In contrast, even though this poor widow gave a very small offering compared to the rich people, she gave ALL she had to live on.  In other words, she gave 100% of her wealth.  

     Very likely this widow had no source of income and had to beg for a living.  Someone may have just given her those 2 copper coins so she could buy a small scrap of food.  But it was more important for her to put God first and give an offering.  In God’s eyes, this poor widow gave the most generous gift.

     Now, the point of our Gospel reading is NOT that we should all give 100% of our income to Christ’s Church.  Obviously, God understands that we have bills to pay.  

     Many of us have to pay a mortgage or rent.  Then there’s the utility bills, the car payment, gas and insurance for the car, food, clothing, medical bills and the list goes on.  Of course, we also have taxes and other deductions from our paychecks.

God understands that we have needs and He wants us to be financially responsible and pay our debts.

     Therefore, the point of our Gospel reading is not about HOW MUCH you give but your ATTITUDE when you give.  In other words, we should repent of SINFUL attitudes when it comes to giving and ask God to give us GODLY attitudes when it comes to giving.

     So, what are some of our SINFUL attitudes when it comes to giving?  

     One sinful attitude is that we may have a spirit of selfishness – with the result that we give little or nothing to Church or charity.  This happens when giving to Church and charity is not the first line on our monthly budget.  Worse yet, this happens when giving to Christ’s Church and the needy is not even on our minds. 

     Another sinful attitude is a spirit of pride.  This happens when we think that we own all we have and forget that God is the one who gives us everything – even life itself!  This happens when we compare our offerings to others and forget that giving 10% our income may not be as sacrificial as some poor people who give 2% of their income.  

     Still another sinful attitude is a spirit of doubt.  Simply put, we fail to trust that God will take care of our needs – and so we give as little as possible or maybe not at all.

     Finally, one last sinful attitude is a spirit of resentment.  This means that we give out of a spirit of guilt or compulsion.  We have no joy when we give; no peace when we give.

     Yes, I’m afraid we’re all guilty of having these sinful attitudes from time to time.  The Good News is that we poor sinners can come to God and know that are spiritually rich because of Jesus.  That’s right!  Our many sins are forgiven and we have the hope of eternal life in God’s love.

     Listen again to these words from our second reading:  “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.”
     What does this mean?  Simply put, Jesus is the eternal Son of God who gave up His heavenly glory and made Himself nothing in order to save us sinners from the eternal damnation we deserve.  Jesus took the poverty of our sin – our selfishness, pride, doubt and resentment - and He went to the cross so that we might receive the riches of His forgiveness, love and life.
     When this Good News captures your heart, the result is that you are moved to have GODLY attitudes when it comes to giving.  So, what are these GODLY attitudes of giving?
     First, the forgiveness and love that Jesus richly pours out on you gives you the godly attitude of selflessness that puts others first just as Jesus put you first.  Jesus’ loving sacrifice for us destroys our selfishness and gives us an attitude of gratitude that moves us to put others first.  
     In practical terms, this means Christ will move us to set aside the first fruits of our income for Church and charity so that others can receive spiritual and physical blessings.  In addition, when Christ moves us to make giving to others a priority in our lives we will be blessed with a peace and joy that is beyond all human understanding.
     In addition, another godly attitude that Christ will create in you is humility.  In other words, you will realize that ALL you have comes from God and that you are merely His steward.  You get to use your money in a way that honors God and brings glory to His name.  In addition, you will not compare your giving to others but will simply do the best you can with the resources God has given you.
     On top of that, Christ’s forgiveness and love will create in you the godly attitude of faith.  In other words, you will be willing to give generously because you trust that God will provide for you as He sees best.

     Finally, Christ’s forgiveness and love will create in you the godly attitude of joy.  Simply put, the more you focus on Jesus’ and all He has done for you, the more you will want to give.  In fact, you won’t give only when there’s a need.  You will be moved to give generously on a regular basis because of the joy you have in Jesus.  
     Now, HOW MUCH you decide to give is between you and God.  As we heard in our second reading:  “Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.”  What does this mean?  God wants you to give after you meditate on Christ’s loving sacrifice for you so that you will be moved to give joyously and generously from the resources God has given you.

     Some Christians use the biblical model of giving 10% of their income to the Lord.  Other Christians give a greater or lesser percentage of their income, depending on their circumstances.  But the point is not HOW MUCH you give but your ATTITUDE when you give.

     The widow in our Gospel reading gave all she had that day because she was truly rich.  No one forced her to give that much.  God certainly did not expect that of her.  But she gave that offering willingly and joyfully because she knew that her sins were forgiven because of the Savior God had promised to send her – the Savior whose death for her was pictured by the blood sacrifices offered in the Jerusalem Temple.  This widow was truly rich because Jesus was her loving Lord and Savior who would provide for her spiritual and physical needs.

     In the same way, YOU are truly rich – whatever your current economic situation may be.  Jesus made Himself poor for you, and now you get to enjoy the riches of His forgiveness, love and life for all eternity.

     Jesus will continue bless you by meeting your physical and spiritual needs so that you, in turn, can also be a blessing to others.

Amen!
