Text: Mark 12:38-44
Introduction

As the only one here who is walking about in flowing robes and making long prayers today’s text takes on an immediacy to me that others might not.  Especially when that part of the text ends with Jesus promising abundant judgment or as the ESV has it greater condemnation.  The temptation is self justification.  Instead of hearing the text and what Jesus has to say, the temptation is to explain why it doesn’t apply to us – or why we are ok.   I will try and avoid that – you keep me honest.
A Common False Reading/Trouble in the World
When digging into any specific text – another temptation is to get tunnel vision.  We are looking only at these seven verses, so only these seven verses supply the meaning.  We miss the context.  That is like hearing one side of a phone conversation, or hearing only the 10 second sound-bite of speech.  The conclusions you reach about that might be valid, but the larger context could change your thoughts 180 degrees.  The reason I mention that is because this text on the widow’s mites has been reduced to a simple moral lesson for a very long time.  Everyone has probably heard, at one time or another, this passage used as the basis of the stewardship sermon.  See, look at this widow that Jesus commends.  Go and do likewise.  I’d like to suggest that you can only reach that conclusion if you look at verses 41 – 44 alone.  Just reading 38 – 40 should put a damper on that lesson.  Listening to the full context should close it off.

And this is that larger context – a discipleship handbook.  Mark has written a repeating cycle of – passion prediction, wrong response by the disciples and teaching by Jesus.  Three times Jesus predicts the passion and three times the disciples are clueless.  After Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Christ, Jesus reveals the passion…and Peter take him aside and rebukes him telling the man he has just confessed to be the messiah that he doesn’t understand his proper role.  Jesus again predicts the passion…and the disciples argue immediately after about who is the greatest.  And one more time Jesus tells them on the way to Jerusalem that he is going to die and rise.  And the response of the disciples is James and John asking for the seats of honor at the right and the left.  Each prediction of the passion is met by the disciples asking for the position of honor, and authority and power.

Jesus reaches Jerusalem, carried on by the Palm Sunday Triumphal parade he enters the temple and clears it.  Along the way he curses the fig tree and tells the disciples to take note of those without fruit.  Jesus takes up residence in the temple and tells parables against the temple establishment, and tells the Sadducees (the high priests by and large) that they are in error because they don’t know the scriptures.  So after a sustained and harsh attack against the people running the temple Jesus turns to watch the parade of people at the temple treasury, picks out this widow and praises her for 100% support of the very establishment he has been excoriating?  All of a sudden this temple is a good thing, and this innocent widow is the great moral example for supporting it?   We need to put away the widow as the stewardship lesson, unless we the church are willing to be the temple institution that Jesus condemned.
A Better Reading/Trouble in the Text
So who is Jesus trying to teach, and what is he trying to teach them if it isn’t a simple moral tale about supporting your church?

This is the end of that third cycle of passion prediction, disciple’s request for power, and true teaching about being in the reign of God.  This is the close of the discipleship manual.  Jesus is trying to teach His disciples.  And there are two things to look at very closely.  1) Jesus sat down opposite the treasury.  That is the clue what is going on here.  What does a judge do when they enter a courtroom?  They take a seat opposite what they are judging.  This is scene of judgment.  The Son of Man in this scene is casting judgment.  2) Our translation says that Jesus watched the people.  That is what he did, but our English doesn’t always carry the full force of this word.  Maybe something like Jesus was perceiving captures the implication.  Jesus was not just physically using his eyes, but his mind and spirit were seeing the people.  And in His perceiving he picks out one poor widow and points his disciples at her.  He calls them over, just like he called them over before to point them at a child.  Which one is the greatest – this one, this child.  Which one gets it?  This one – Amen – truly – this poor widow has given all.  This one gets it.
So what was Jesus trying to teach?  The nature of true religion.  There is that religion of the scribes.  Oh, it puts on a great outward show.  The flowing robes and the glad-handing in the places of business.  The first seats in the synagogue and at the supper table.  The trust of the people – that one is a good guy – while devouring the estates of widows who were forced to trust them.  That religion of the many rich throwing in much.  The mental picture here is of a tourist attraction.  The treasury receptacles in a line in the outer court of the temple that had been turned into the marketplace.  Jesus had cleared it a day or so ago, but it was back in business.  And the rich and the famous would make a show of dropping in money for all to see.  There is that religion that gets its reward here in this world.  The recognition and the first seats.  The gossip and notoriety of the temple crowd.  But the first shall be last, or be in store for abundant judgment.
And then there is the true religion that Jesus points his disciples at.  This widow.  She has nothing.  Maybe one of those peacock scribes strutting around the place had already eaten her estate.  Two coins that were barely coins.  Two pennies.  All her life.  That is the literal wording.  She threw all her life into the only place she knew God to be.
That day in the temple Jesus entered the verdict against that false religion.  He condemned the system that exploited the widow and the people who ran it.  And Jesus pointed out the example of what he was looking for in his disciples – this widow – she gave all her life.  And it was not just about those two coins, but about what it said about Her God.  That first commandment is to Have no other Gods.  Luther explains that as - we should fear, love and trust God above all things.  The religion of scribes says to trust status and show, or to trust your money, or to trust the notoriety and approval of the crowd.  The religion that Jesus points his disciples at is the one that trusts God – with everything – even all your life.
Application/Gospel
So where does that leave us?  Have we given all?  If you are answering yes, you are fooling yourself.  Because that question is the wrong one to ask.  By our very nature, we are not able to give all. Because by our nature – we are sinners.  Those disciples never got it before Pentecost.  After being told to look at this widow, you know what they asked?  Jesus, look at these stones, look at this magnificent building.  As if to say, when are you going to put us in charge of this place.  As if a simple change of leadership would fix the problems of the temple.
The real question is who has given all?  That man on the cross.  The eternal sonship – given.  The glories of heaven – given.  The equality with God – given.  The chance at earthly riches – turned down.  The earthly kingdom – my reign is not of this world.  Jesus Christ emptied himself of everything and submitted his whole being to the Father.  Dying on that cross, abandoned by his disciples, condemned by man’s religion and his law, cut off from the fellowship with the Father that was rightly His, hid behind that darkness on Golgotha – Jesus cries out – Father, into your hands I commend my Spirit.  That man on the cross gave all.
And he gave it for those disciples who never did get it, until the Spirit was poured out.  And for that widow looking for God in that corrupt temple.  And the long string of sinner-saints right down to you and to me.  While we were yet sinners – Christ died for us.  

And Jesus has sent us His spirit.  In baptism and through the hearing of the Word – Jesus has placed The Spirit in us.  And through the power of the Spirit, we are able to walk in the good works God has laid out in advance for us to do. 

Have we given all?  Not even close.  Even if we gave all, it would nothing more than a couple of pennies.  But Jesus has given all for our benefit.  The Father continues to bless us with everything we need to support this life.  And the Spirit leads us on our correct path.  Who are you going to fear, love and trust?  That already judged false religion – or Father, Son and Spirit – who have given everything for us and for our salvation.  Amen.

