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Mark 12:41–44 (NKJV) 41 Now Jesus sat opposite the treasury and saw how the people put money into
the treasury. And many who were rich put in much. 42 Then one poor widow came and threw in two
mites, which make a quadrans. 43 So He called His disciples to Himself and said to them, “Assuredly, I
say to you that this poor widow has put in more than all those who have given to the treasury; 44 for they
all put in out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty put in all that she had, her whole livelihood.”

Put yourself into the scene that Mark is painting. You’re with Jesus at the temple as people are
coming and going. In front of you is the offering box, called the treasury. Jesus sits down across from it
and calls His disciples over and watches people put their money into the treasury.

Since money was in coins, not in bills or checks, you could probably hear money dropping into
the box. Mark tells us in 12:41, “Many who were rich put in much.” As you’re sitting there with Jesus,
up comes a man wearing expensive clothes with a handful of valuable coins. You hear the heavy
clink-clink-clink of the coins falling into the box. You don’t know exactly how much he gave, but by the
sound of the coins you can tell they were heavy and numerous. He gave a lot.

After many wealthy people cycle through in this way, you watch as one poor widow comes
forward. She is the opposite of many wealthy people. She is one, she is poor, and she is a widow. In a
time when the husbands were making incomes and the wives were not, to be a widow—for your
husband to no longer be living and therefore no longer making a living—was for you to be penniless and
totally dependent on others for basic needs.

You’ve seen the wealthy come through to the treasury wearing clothes of the latest fashion and
fancy sandals, but this woman is probably in the same well-worn garment that she was wearing back
when her husband died. If she has sandals on, the straps might be fraying. If you or I were in her
position I imagine our goal would be self-preservation: don’t waste any money; every penny is either
spent on food to ease your always-hungry stomach; or if possible it is saved for hopes of a less
impoverished future. But she is of a different mind.

You watch as she extends her hand over the treasury box and drops in two of the smallest coins
in circulation: tink-tink is the pitiful little sound they make. Then you hear Jesus say, “Assuredly, I say
to you that this poor widow has put in more than all those who have given to the treasury; for they all
put in out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty put in all that she had, her whole livelihood.”

She gave herself. When the widow gave money into the offering, it was her whole livelihood.
There were others that put in more money, but their contributions couldn’t compare to hers. She gave all
she had. Her hope for a less impoverished future did not come from whatever money was in her hand,
but from knowing the One in whose hand she was being held. She gave every last penny to the offering,
and in so doing, she was completely entrusting herself to the Lord’s care and keeping. Such faith! Lord,
increase my faith so that I too entrust myself into your care like this one poor widow!

A word of comfort: God is well pleased with your small gift. Jesus saw the two small coins
given by the poor widow and counted it a greater gift than all that was given from the rich people. Are
you only able to give a small amount? Does your contribution to the treasury feel like two mites?
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Rejoice and be exceedingly glad! You who give your very selves to the ministry of the Gospel, giving
out of your lack, God sees your faith in Jesus and is well pleased with your gift which is small in the
world’s eyes but so great in the only eyes that really matter.

A word of warning: is your gift large? Do not take pride in its weight. Jesus noted that some
large gifts are given easily out of an abundance, but the gift of the widow who gave everything is larger
than them all. The wealthy might say, “But without my gifts the ministry would fail.” But it is not the
gifts of the wealthy that establish and sustain God’s Church. Jesus builds His church on the rock of faith
and not even the gates of hell will prevail against it.

Don’t think that a budget shortfall will prevail against the Church either. If that happens, the
Lord will help us find ways to continue the ministry: the heat can be turned down; the pastor can take
less. It was not the financial compensation that convinced me to answer God’s call to be your pastor, and
whether it increases, stays flat, or decreases will make no difference to my commitment to shepherd the
flock of God that He has placed me in the midst of.

The priests in the temple were fed by the generosity of the people, and there was no greater
generosity than that of the widow who gave only two pennies. It is the same for my family. We are fed
by your generosity. It is a humbling thing to live by the generosity of others.

Is your gift small? God is well pleased with your great gift. Is your gift large? Give thanks to
God for blessing you with material possession that can pass from your hand to the hands of those in
need in your community and to the treasury boxes of ministries like world missions, Ambassador
Publications, and even—and especially—your own congregation.

A small gift was given in today’s Old Testament lesson. Put yourself in the scene painted in 1
Kings 17 in the town of Zarephath hundreds of years before the poor widow gave all she had in the
temple. Imagine yourself as the widow not in the temple, but in Zarephath, and you’re thirsty. Water is
harder to come by—a drought is drying up the streams. You have a son, and he is hungry. The widow in
the temple only had two pennies, but you, the widow in Zarephath, only have two ingredients: a handful
of flour; a little oil in a jar.

You look at your son, who is probably emaciated with his rib lines showing from having to eat
meager rations as you’ve watched your supplies dwindle. You know what you have to do. You need to
gather sticks to make a fire. You’ll use the last of the flour and oil to bake one last morsel-of-bread meal
for your son and yourself before everything is gone, including hope, and you starve to death.

While you’re in Zarephath looking for sticks for the fire, you happen to find some near the city
gate. There you see a man approaching the town and you recognize him as a prophet of Yahweh, the
LORD God. It’s Elijah. He calls out to you as we read in 1 Kings 17:10 saying, “Please bring me a little
water in a cup, that I may drink.” Can you afford that? The water is free—it will come from the well, but
can you afford the time? The LORD is calling you to serve the prophet Elijah who is weary and thirsty
from walking, but you are busy and weary and thirsty yourself as you are occupied with the life of
yourself and your son.

But with faith in the LORD and for the benefit of the ministry and life of the prophet, you stop
gathering sticks and turn to go find a cup and get him some water. It is an interruption to your life, but
you’re finding the time. Elijah sees you going to find water and calls out in 1 Kings 17:11, “Please bring
me a morsel of bread in your hand.” This stops you in your tracks.

2



Does he know what he’s asking? Time is one thing—I can find a way to afford to give that. But
bread? To give him a morsel of bread would be to give him my life and my son’s life. So you answer
Elijah in 1 Kings 17:12, “As the LORD your God lives, I do not have bread, only a handful of flour in a
bin, and a little oil in a jar; and see, I am gathering a couple of sticks that I may go in and prepare it for
myself and my son, that we may eat it, and die.”

Do you see how great a gift this morsel of bread would be if you gave it to Elijah? It would be a
gift far greater than if a king made him a feast. A king could always give a greater and more lavish feast
without even adjusting his budget. But for you to give Elijah the bread makes you a living sacrifice. You
would be giving your very own self.

And Elijah responds with three greatly comforting words that every Christian must hear for
themselves and become well acquainted with—they are repeated over and over in Holy Scripture. Elijah
said in 1 Kings 17:13, “Do not fear.”

When my wife and I were considering leaving my job behind and beginning seminary, we
counted the cost. Our savings would get us part of the way through a semester of tuition and rent, then
we would have to drop out and I imagined we would have to live with parents and find work until we
could afford rent somewhere again. I called Pastor Phil Haugen at the seminary and told him I was
considering applying to the Free Lutheran Seminary and his words to me were, “I have been praying for
you. Whatever you do, don’t be afraid.” So we went.

Now go back to Zarephath. Elijah, the prophet of Yahweh, has asked you to follow his words
even though you know they mean giving up everything, even your life, like how Jesus calls us to take up
our cross and follow Him. There’s only one place you’re going when you’re carrying a cross—your
crucifixion. You have counted the cost and explained to Elijah what giving away the rest of the bread
will do to you and your son. The word of the LORD for you through Elijah is “Do not fear.”

But he says more. 1 Kings 17:13–16 says, “13 And Elijah said to her, ‘Do not fear; go and do as
you have said, but make me a small cake from it first, and bring it to me; and afterward make some for
yourself and your son. 14 For thus says the LORD God of Israel: “The bin of flour shall not be used up,
nor shall the jar of oil run dry, until the day the LORD sends rain on the earth.” ’ 15 So she went away and
did according to the word of Elijah; and she and he and her household ate for many days. 16 The bin of
flour was not used up, nor did the jar of oil run dry, according to the word of the LORD which He spoke
by Elijah.” The Lord provided for the widow and her son. The Lord provided for us in seminary too.1

The Lord provided for the Israelites in the wilderness, but they struggled to remember His
goodness. The Lord provided for my wife and my children when we went to seminary eight years ago,
but do I always give myself completely and perfectly to what the Lord calls me? No. Lord, forgive me. I
stand in need of as much of God’s mercy as we all do. Not even the widow of Zarephath remained
constantly steadfast in her faith when she faced trials. Her son later became sick and died, and she felt
betrayed. She had trusted the Lord and Elijah and where did it lead her? The suffering and grief had
seemingly just been delayed! Even on the day her son died the flour and oil were still miraculously not
running out, but her sorrow blinded her to God’s faithfulness and love for her and for her son.

1 God provided me a part-time job working construction, we lived as caretakers of a cousin’s apartment
rent-free, congregations like St. Paul’s Free Lutheran in Fargo and Resurrection Free Lutheran in Beltrami gave
sacrificially to assist in our efforts to pay tuition, etc. When we gave ourselves to the work of preparing for ministry we
were initially bracing to be penniless, but the flour and oil didn’t run out. The Lord provided and, wonder of all
wonders, the Lord brought us through more financially stable than when we began.
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Elijah prayed for the boy’s life and God raised the boy back to life. In 1 Kings 17:23, Elijah
presented the living son back to his mother, saying, “See, your son lives!” Then the widow of Zarephath
said to Elijah in verse 24, “Now by this I know that you are a man of God, and that the word of the Lord
in your mouth is the truth.”  She had given everything, and the Lord provided. And when tragedy struck
and she forgot the Lord’s goodness, He was merciful to restore her faith with a resurrection. Her gift of
the last of the wheat and oil is an inspiration for us to give ourselves to God’s work. When trouble hits
home for you, another resurrection stands as the foundation of your hope. Jesus Christ, the Son of God
and Son of Man, died for our sins, even our selfish withholding of gifts, and He rose again to give you
life and salvation in His name. He gave Himself, entrusting Himself into the care of His Father (Luke
23:46).

Today’s epistle lesson from Hebrews 9:26–28 says, “[Christ] has appeared to put away sin by the
sacrifice of Himself. 27 And as it is appointed for men to die once, but after this the judgment, 28 so Christ
was offered once to bear the sins of many. To those who eagerly wait for Him He will appear a second
time, apart from sin, for salvation.” Jesus gave Himself for you. His resurrection from the dead confirms
that God accepted His substitutionary death in your place. But another resurrection yet awaits. Come
quickly, Lord Jesus! Oh what a glorious day it will be when Jesus returns in the clouds with a trumpet
blast and the dead are raised imperishable! Those who rejected Christ will be judged, but all who believe
are changed to live forever in God’s new creation.

This is God’s gift to you who believe: eternal life with Him and all the saints through faith in
Jesus Christ. When you have an eternal life ahead of you in which you will lack nothing, it becomes
possible, with the help of the Holy Spirit, to give even your own self to the ministry of the Gospel.

It isn’t a matter of how much you have in your hands. It’s about whose hands are holding you.
As you see yourself not living up to Christ’s example or the examples of the saints who gave all they
had, repent. In your repentance, see in Christ the great mercy of God to forgive your sins, to cleanse you
from all unrighteousness, to give you Himself, and to give you faith to believe that the Lord is your
portion—in Him you have everything you need.

The Lord may call you to give all you have, or He may just call you to give cheerfully from the
heart. I will close with the Apostle Paul’s comments on giving to the ministry in 2 Corinthians 9:6–12, “
6The point is this: whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows bountifully will
also reap bountifully. 7Each one must give as he has decided in his heart, not reluctantly or under
compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. 8And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that
having all sufficiency in all things at all times, you may abound in every good work. 9As it is written,
‘He has distributed freely, He has given to the poor; His righteousness endures forever.’ 10He who
supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will supply and multiply your seed for sowing and
increase the harvest of your righteousness. 11You will be enriched in every way to be generous in every
way, which through us will produce thanksgiving to God. 12For the ministry of this service is not only
supplying the needs of the saints but is also overflowing in many thanksgivings to God.”

Sometimes we are called to give to specific needs of the saints, and sometimes we are called to
just give in thankfulness to God who gave Himself for you. Always, we are called to give with trust that
the Lord will provide, and we need not be afraid. May the peace of God which surpasses all
understanding guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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