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Luke 20:45 – 21:6

She Put In All She Had


You know sometimes Jesus can be a real pain.  We generally want to think of Jesus as someone who is always nice and loving and kind, but the truth is that much of the time Jesus just goes around telling people they are doing things wrong.  Whether the people are teaching or building or praying or just bringing their offerings, Jesus always seemed to have something negative to say about what people are doing.  Jesus did not live by your grandmother’s adage, ‘if you don’t have something nice to say don’t say anything at all.’  Our passage this morning highlights Jesus’ tendency to be a bit critical.  It begins with Jesus saying that the teachers of the law are going to be severely punished, then Jesus says the gifts the rich folks are bringing to the temple are no good, and finally Jesus criticizes the disciples for commenting that the temple is beautiful.  Maybe Jesus is just in a bad mood, but for whatever reason he does not hold back his consternation with what he sees happening around him.  So why is Jesus so critical?  What makes him so annoyed with everyone in this passage?  The answer to that question is not immediately apparent so we need to look closely at this text in order to find some clues.  The first thing we notice is that this passage actually consists of three distinct episodes that the writer of Luke strings together into one trinity of complaint.  So maybe by looking at each of these episodes individually we can begin to get a sense of why Jesus is so frustrated.  

The episode that jumps out at me first is actually the last one where the disciples are admiring the beauty of the stones and the gifts in the temple.  Jesus responds to their comments by telling them not to bother gawking at the temple because the whole thing is coming down soon.  He says all those beautiful stones are going to be toppled and not one stone will be left on another.  Great, thanks Jesus.  I don’t know if this little encounter reminds you of anything, but to me it seems like a retelling of what we read last week from the prophet Haggai.  Last Sunday we heard about how the people of Israel got discouraged because they thought the external beauty of the temple was important.  But the prophet Haggai reminded them that it was the presence of God that made the temple glorious not the stones with which it was made.  And now in the time of Jesus, more than 500 years later, the same issue comes up again.  The temple the disciples are admiring is actually the same one built by those poor exiles in Haggai’s day.  It has had plenty of time to be beautified and filled with expensive gifts.  The disciples are amazed at what they see, but Jesus is not impressed.  He tells them not to get too attached to these stones because soon every one of them will be thrown down.  And sure enough it was just a few years later in 70 A.D. that this second temple was destroyed.  Jesus is trying to teach the disciples the same lesson Haggai taught 500 years before.  It is not the building that matters it is the Spirit of the Lord dwelling with the people.  Jesus is not shy about telling his disciples they are missing the point, and the people of God have had to learn this lesson over and over again.  It is easy to get caught up in thinking that brick and mortar are important, but God continually reminds us all that the church is not a building, the church is a community of people led by the Spirit of God.  In this episode Jesus is a little annoyed with the disciples for not understanding that.

And Jesus is more than just a little annoyed with the teachers of the law in the first part of this passage.  Throughout his ministry Jesus is continually in conflict with the religious teachers.  He seems to have no respect for them at all.  In this episode Jesus launches into an essentially unprovoked attack on the integrity of the teachers.  He tells the people they need to “beware” of the teachers and accuses them of a laundry list of wrongdoing, including such things as: wearing fancy clothes, praying for show, trying to get the best seats in worship and at banquets, and loving the respect of the people in the market place.  Jesus also accuses the teachers of “devouring widows’ houses”.  It is not exactly clear what this phrase refers to, but clearly Jesus felt the teachers of the law were in some way cheating the most vulnerable folks in the society, the widows.  Though we do not know exactly what these teachers were doing, I cannot hear this passage without thinking of the televangelists of our day who become millionaires by getting the poor, the sick, and the elderly to send them money.  I don’t know for sure that this is the kind of thing Jesus is talking about here, but whatever the teachers were guilty of Jesus assures his disciples that they will be “punished most severely”.  Jesus makes it clear that those who take advantage of the vulnerable in the society will one day be called to account.  God has always taken special care of the widows.   


And, in fact, the only person Jesus has anything nice to say about in this passage is a widow.  That comes in our third episode when Jesus is watching the people bring their tithes and offerings to the temple.  As he watches, Jesus begins criticizing the rich people who are putting gifts in the treasury.  Now, if there is one thing a wise preacher never does it is criticize people when they are giving money, and especially when they are giving lots of money.  But Jesus ignores this advice and tells his followers that the poor widow who put in two small coins gave more than all the rich with their lavish gifts.  Jesus says that they gave out of their wealth but the widow gave out of her poverty all she had to live on.  Jesus makes it clear that to God her gift is actually more valuable than theirs.  This is a very radical suggestion.  The implication here is that God judges people’s gifts on a relative rather than an absolute scale.  The rich people are putting in a lot more money, but Jesus says in God’s eyes their gifts are nothing compared to the two coins from the widow.  The rich had more to give.  They could have put in a lot more and still had plenty left over for themselves, but she put in all she had.  It seems that for Jesus what is important about giving is not the bottom line amount but rather how sacrificial the gift is.  It is not the size of the gift that matters but how much the gift costs the giver.  
This passage makes me reflect on a time a few years ago when Ted Turner announced he was giving a billion dollars to the United Nations.  The amount of the gift is staggering, it is still one of the largest gifts ever given.  Imagine how much good work can be done with a billion dollars.  Imagine how many people can be helped with that amount of money.  When I heard about that gift it sort of made me feel like my small gifts are not really worth much.  What is my few thousand dollars a year when compared to a billion dollar gift?  Maybe you feel the same way?  What is interesting though is if you read a little more about Ted Turner’s gift you discover that the reason he gave it is because of an unexpected increase in his net worth.  Due to the increase in value of his Time Warner stock, Ted Turner’s personal net worth increased from two billion dollars to three billion dollars over a nine month period.  He realized he could give away a billion dollars and just be back where he was nine months ago, still one of the richest people in the country.  It is not as if making that gift really changed his life in any way.  He did not have to give anything up to make the gift, his lifestyle did not change, only his net worth on paper changed.  In a very real sense giving away a billion dollars did not cost Ted Turner anything at all.  
If you think about giving in terms of what it costs someone to make a gift, then things begin to look a little different.  That would mean that the struggling day laborer who makes $250 a week and drops a twenty dollar bill in the offering plate is actually giving much more than Ted Turner did.  Making that gift may mean that worker cannot afford to eat a couple of meals this week.  That is a gift that really costs something, it requires sacrifice.  That worker is making a lifestyle adjustment in order to give that gift, that $20 would have real tangible benefits.  But the worker is choosing to give that money as a sacrifice to God.  Now, I’m sure the U.N. would rather have the billion dollars, but this passage of scripture suggests that God would rather have the twenty.  In the eyes of God an offering is not about what it does for the recipient, an offering is about how much it costs the giver.  In this passage Jesus is talking about sacrificial giving; giving that costs us something.  
I think this is where a lot of us get confused about giving, we think that what is important about giving is the result that occurs because we give.  How many hungry people were fed, or how many houses were built, or how many sick people treated because we gave?  We try to give to organizations that have the smallest administrative costs so our gifts will be the most effective.  But offering our gifts to God is not like giving to charity.  When we bring our tithes and offerings, God does not value them based on what they can buy, God values them based on what they are costing us.  This is whole different way of thinking about giving.  In this passage Jesus is suggesting that what is important about giving is not really the good it does for those who receive our gifts.  No, the important thing about giving is what it does for us.  The act of giving, of dedicating our offerings to God is a spiritual act.  It is something we do in response to God’s call on our lives.  And the gifts God values most are those that are sacrificial, gifts that cost us something.  I once heard a preacher say, ‘if you can’t tell me exactly what you are going to do without in order to pay your tithe, then you are not giving enough.’  Giving should cost us something because we do not give primarily to help others we give to learn how to be giving people.  The church should not be like other organizations that ask for money by telling us what great things they are going to do with our money.  The church should tell us the truth which is that by giving sacrificially we become better people.  We are changed and transformed by the act of giving.  God calls us to give and to give sacrificially because doing so brings us closer to our savior who sacrificed everything for us. 
Stories like this one about the poor widow remind us that the tithes and offerings we give to the church are not primarily about paying the church bills or even the pastor’s salary.  Our giving is first and foremost a way of acknowledging that everything we have comes from God.  It is only by God’s gracious will that we have anything at all to offer.  And when we give sacrificially we testify that there are more important things in life than money.  When we give till it hurts we begin to live into the reality that God’s economy is not like our economy.  God’s kingdom is not like the kingdom of this world.  
And it seems to me that in the end that is what this whole passage of scripture is about.  The reason Jesus is so critical in this text is not because he is in a bad mood or because he has a foul temper.  The reason Jesus is at odds with those around him is because he is living in a different world than they are.  This passage is about what happens when worlds collide.  In this passage and throughout the gospels Jesus is trying to open the eyes of the people around him.  He is trying to get them to see the world the way God sees it.  In order to do that he sometimes has to tell them that what they are doing now in wrong.  They are missing the point, they are not seeing things from God’s perspective.  This passage is about a conflict between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of this world.  
In the kingdom of this world what is important is wearing fancy clothes and being treated with respect in the marketplace, but in God’s kingdom such things are foolish and caring for the widows is far more important.  In the kingdom of this world a temple filled with beautiful stones and gifts is something to be admired, but in God’s kingdom the bricks and mortar are irrelevant and the community is what matters.  In the kingdom of this world gifts are judged by how big they are and how much can be bought with them, but in God’s kingdom gifts are judged by how sacrificial they are and how they shape and transform the giver.  The friction that exists in this passage is a reminder of just how different God’s kingdom is from what we see around us every day.  This passage calls us to open our eyes and begin to see the world the way God sees it, the way Jesus sees it.  This text is calling us to live according to a different set of standards than those we see around us.  God is inviting us to live in a different world, God’s world.  And in God’s world things are turned upside down.  The first are last and the last are first, and the greatest person is the one who serves.  In God’s world teachers and temples and gifts are valued in a different way.  Our Lord is inviting us to be a part of that mysterious and paradoxical world.  A world where two small copper coins are worth more than a billion dollars.  Amen.
