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I am sure you are familiar with the catchy MasterCard commercials such as the one that sports a young woman living life to the hilt as the song “Favorite Things” from The Sound of Music plays in the background.  Riding boots: $600.  Vintage helmet: $125.  Dive mask: $129.  Zero gravity flight: $3,700.  Fencing foil: $97.  Singing lessons: $183.  Getting the most out of life: priceless.
  All of these commercials highlight numerous things that money can buy (and of course, MasterCard presents itself as real cash) and closes with what is “priceless,” what money can’t buy.  The secular message propagated by MasterCard is the things of this world, the things money can buy, is what inspires the things money can’t buy, whether it be getting the most out of life, a father’s conversation with his 11 year-old son, or making everything better.  Hence the now famous slogan: There are some things money can’t buy.  For everything else, there’s MasterCard.

One thing this slogan has right: there are some things money can’t buy.  Of course, treating a credit card as real cash is one of the great pitfalls in our economy today but that is a message for another day.  But there are things that are “priceless.”  There are things to which a dollar value cannot be attached.  We see one of those “priceless” things in our text this morning.  This is not a passage that deals simply with money and stewardship, though that is often how it is approached.  I am sure that most who have grown up in Southern Baptist life have heard a stewardship sermon preached from this story of the widow’s mite.  Some of you who knew the text for this day may have assumed that I would preach on tithing this morning.  Some might even have stayed home anticipating a sermon on stewardship.  While tithing is certainly an application to be taken from this story, it is much deeper than that.  It is not just a story about Christian stewardship.  It is a story about Christian discipleship.  In this account, Jesus taught His disciples how God values wholehearted commitment to Himself for His own glory.  Jesus demands it all!  As we approach the text this morning, I wonder how many of us are holding something back from God, not in reference to dollars, but in reference to your life.  What really is “priceless” to you?

I.   What Jesus Saw (12:41-42) 


 Last week we saw how Jesus, in His last public teaching, denounced the ambition, pride, and greed of the religious leaders in general and the scribes in particular (12:38-40).  All of the events from the midpoint of chapter 11 on occurred in or around the temple in Jerusalem.  It is the Passover week in Jerusalem and the population, normally around 50,000, would swell to over 250,000 during this time.  The temple served as the hub for all of Judaism as these thousands made their pilgrimage.  The temple is even more central to the gospel writers during this Passover because this would turn out to be anything but the normal feast week: for the final sacrifice for the sins of the world would be made in a few short days.


However, these people did not know all of that as they made their way to the temple to give their alms.  This was the temple of Herod the Great, the so-called second temple, and you’ll notice the first verse of chapter 13:  “As He was going out of the temple, one of His disciples said to Him, ‘Teacher, behold what wonderful stones and what wonderful buildings!’”  The second temple that Herod expanded was a magnificent structure.  The first temple had been destroyed at the time of Nebuchadnezzar and the beginning of the Babylonian exile.  Following the exile construction began on rebuilding the temple under the leadership of Nehemiah.  That temple was never as good as Solomon’s temple.  There was always a lamenting about how much better Solomon’s temple had been.

       Now Herod, in 19 B.C., began to curry favor with both his Roman masters and with the Jews. To his Roman masters he built an artificial port with a hippodrome and an amphitheater, and a temple which he dedicated to Augustus Caesar.  That place was called Caesarea.  It was the second largest port in the Roman Empire.  Then here in Jerusalem he vastly expanded the temple.  It took more than ten years to complete what we know of that temple today, though they were still adding to it in 64 A.D., long after Herod was dead.  Herod died when Jesus was seven years old and in exile in Egypt.  The temple was destroyed again in 70 A.D.   By all accounts the temple that Jesus entered that day was a magnificent structure.


Mark says that Jesus, upon entering this grand edifice, “sat down opposite the treasury, and began observing how the people were putting money into the treasury.”  The treasury where they placed their offerings consisted of thirteen brass treasures chests, shophar in the Hebrew, the word for trumpet.  These chests were shaped like inverted horns, narrow at the top and enlarged at the bottom.  According to the Mishnah, each of the chests bore an inscription, a letter of the Hebrew alphabet, designating what the offerings were for: “'New Shekel dues,” “Bird offerings,” “Young birds for the whole burnt offering,” “Wood,” “Frankincense,” “Gold for the Mercy-seat,” and on six of them, “Freewill offerings.”
  The treasury, probably located in the Court of Women, was a very busy place during the Passover.

Here, without drawing attention to Himself, Jesus sat down somewhere across the way and watched the worshipers make their deposits.  Initially, He saw “rich people putting in large sums.”  It should be noted here that Jesus did not condemn the offerings of these wealthy people.  We have no evidence from the text that He was displeased with all of them.  But He did notice something that distressed Him with some of these.  There was no paper money in Jesus’ day.   It was all metal coinage.  All of the amounts given would be heard as they were placed in these brass receptacles.  You could not only see it but you could certainly hear it making a noise as it went in, and perhaps some of them wished that it did make a noise to make a gesture of what it was they were giving.  In other words, true to form as Jesus had just pointed out, some wanted to be noticed.  We can almost see some of them, coming across the courtyard in their long, flowing robes, pushing a wheel barrow full of coins up to the edge of the receptacle, and, as they leaned over it in an effort to make sure everyone saw, they dropped their coins into the treasury.  CRASH!!!  “Friends, see if you can top that!”


Then comes this poor widow woman.  What a contrast to those ambitious, proud, and greedy men.  She too would have worn garments that all would recognize – but hers were the widows’ garments (see Gen. 38:14).  All would know this woman was widowed and from the looks of her dress, torn and tattered, all would know she was poor.  The life of a widow in Jesus’ day was very difficult, made more difficult by the religious elite who, as we saw last week, devoured the widows’ houses (12:40) for their own gain.  They had virtually no support from anyone and often worked from sunup to sundown to eke out their existence.  


Jesus sees her as she walks up and tosses her “two copper coins,” two lepta, so thin that they hardly would make a noise as they landed on the coins below.  The sum of the coins was equal to 1/64 of a denarius.  A denarius was equal to a day’s wages.  So the total she put was relatively nothing – except for one detail – it represented all she owned!  And Jesus saw it.  There is nothing hidden from Him!  


You realize, of course, that the same is true today.  Nothing is hidden from Him.  There is a story told of Dr. John Broadus that says that on a Sunday during the offering he came down from the pulpit and walked up and down the aisle following the plate and observed what people were putting into the plate; and some people were rather embarrassed, and some were deeply annoyed.  And then he gets back into the pulpit and begins his sermon and it’s on this text.  And he said something like, “You’re upset with me, but remember that Jesus goes up and down the aisles with every usher and sees every cent.”  I said this was not necessarily a sermon on tithing.  But your giving is a reflection of your dependence and devotion and love for God.  You might have heard it said, “If you want to see what a man thinks of God, look at his checkbook.”  Jesus noticed the checkbooks that day.  But it was not the amount or the quantity that mattered to Him.  This is seen by what He said.

II.  What Jesus Said (12:43-44)

“Calling His disciples to Him, He said to them, ‘Truly I say to you, this poor widow put in more than all the contributors to the treasury; for they all put in out of their surplus, but she, out of her poverty, put in all she owned, all she had to live on.’”  


John Calvin’s words concerning Jesus’ response here is correct.  He noted a double-edged meaning in what Jesus said to His disciples, words of encouragement to those who have little and a sobering exhortation to those with much.  Calvin remarked:

This reply of Christ contains a highly useful doctrine that whatever men offer to God ought to be estimated not by its apparent value, but only by the feeling of the heart, and that the holy affection of him who according to his small means, offers to God the little that he has, is more worthy of esteem than that of him who offers a hundred times more out of his abundance. In two ways this doctrine is useful, for the poor who appear not to have the power of doing good, are encouraged by our Lord not to hesitate to express their affection cheerfully out of their slender means; for if they consecrate themselves, their offering, which appears to be mean and worthless, will not be less valuable than if they had presented all the treasures of Crœsus. On the other hand, those who possess greater abundance, and who have received from God larger communications, are reminded that it is not enough if in the amount of their beneficence they greatly surpass the poor and common people; because it is of less value in the sight of God that a rich man, out of a vast heap, should bestow a moderate sum, than that a poor man, by giving very little, should exhaust his store. This widow must have been a person of no ordinary piety, who, rather than come empty into the presence of God, chose to part with her own living. And our Lord applauds this sincerity, because, forgetting herself, she wished to testify that she and all that she possessed belonged to God.


That is the lesson we see in this narrative that sets the offerings of the rich in stark contrast with that of the widow.  They gave much because they had much to give.  But Jesus’ accounting was different.  His accounting works on different principles than our materialistic way of looking at things.  This is seen in Jesus’ assessment that the poor widow’s offering was “more” (Gr. “much more”) than that of the wealthy.  The Greek may carry the idea that her offering was more than all of theirs combined.  You might say, “But wait a minute.  How is her two lentas more than the contributions of the rich men?  Simple math says this is not so.”


But we know that Jesus did not flunk math.  So in what way was the widow’s offering “more?”  Jesus is very clear with His words.  He is not as concerned about your money in the offering plate as He is about the motivation of your heart.  His accounting is not based on amount, but ability; not on quantity, but quality.  Jesus recognized and valued the sacrificial giving of the poor widow.  He knew that her giving was a sign that she loved God with her whole being and that while she was throwing everything she had into the till, she had a confidence that He would provide for her.  There were no strings attached.  She was simply being faithful.


Christ took note of the humble widow’s gift.  He saw her act of self-sacrifice.  Too often, we get distracted by the apparent “great things” that men do in the Kingdom of God.  The Lord, nevertheless, immortalized this woman by singling out the special character of her gift. We can take heart from the truth that the prayers, gifts, and labors of the humblest believer do not escape the notice of our Lord.
Conclusion

1. God chooses to use whatever gifts He wants to further His kingdom.  Sinclair Ferguson notes:

He can use a small gift for a great purpose and a great gift for a small purpose!  With a great gift, a massive organization (sic) may be set up which is in constant financial difficulties and eventually goes bankrupt; with a small gift, a Gospel, or New Testament may be purchased which leads to the conversion of someone who wins many others to Christ, or is the instrument of great revival – or, for that matter, points a millionaire to Jesus Christ!


2. Giving to the Lord’s work is not measured by the amount given, but the sacrifice made.  You see, when given sacrificially, with God a little is a lot.  This woman left the temple with the awareness that she had to depend upon the Lord to meet her daily needs.  She gave everything she had!  It cost her to give.


3.  Jesus sees our giving.  He knows our heart and He knows the sacrifice.  He knows the motive and He knows our purpose.  Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 9:7, “Each one must do just as he has purposed in his heart, not grudgingly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.”  We must remember that our giving is a privilege that God allows us to demonstrate our love and dependency on Him.  


4.  Is your giving nothing more than an effort to be noticed?  Consider the man who stood up at a business meeting where subscriptions were being taken for donations and announced, “I want to give $100 – anonymously.”


5.  Do you trust God like the widow trusted God?  This is not a call for all of us to go sell everything we have and give it to the church.  Again, it is not the money that matters but the attitude.  This is a call to demonstrate by your life that you are wholly devoted to Christ, that you have surrendered all, and that your life on this earth is a living sacrifice.


6.  Do you know the most worthy Offering ever made?  Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 6:20  “For you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God with your body.”  In this very gospel Jesus said, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many” (10:45).  A price was paid for those who know Him.  That price was the precious blood of the Lamb that was offered up on that last Passover.

Hebrews 7:25-27 – 25 Therefore He is able also to save forever those who draw near to God through Him, since He always lives to make intercession for them.  26 For it was fitting for us to have such a high priest, holy, innocent, undefiled, separated from sinners and exalted above the heavens; 27 who does not need daily, like those high priests, to offer up sacrifices, first for His own sins and then for the sins of the people, because this He did once for all when He offered up Himself.

Hebrews 9:13-14 – 13 For if the blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkling those who have been defiled sanctify for the cleansing of the flesh, 14 how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without blemish to God, cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?

Hebrews 9:27-28 – 27 And inasmuch as it is appointed for men to die once and after this comes judgment, 28 so Christ also, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time for salvation without reference to sin, to those who eagerly await Him.

Hebrews 10:11-14 – 11 Every priest stands daily ministering and offering time after time the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins;  12 but He, having offered one sacrifice for sins for all time, SAT DOWN AT THE RIGHT HAND OF GOD,  13 waiting from that time onward UNTIL HIS ENEMIES BE MADE A FOOTSTOOL FOR HIS FEET.  14 For by one offering He has perfected for all time those who are sanctified.

7.  All accounts will one day be settled.  At the Judgment, God’s checkbook will be balanced!  The first shall be last and the last shall be first.  The Judgment will reveal all of our works.  And on that day we will receive our rewards.  And what does Scripture proclaim we will do with them?  Give them all to Christ!  


What really is “priceless” to you this morning?  If you answer anything other than the Lord Jesus Christ and His love for you, then dear friend, beware!  Something has come in between you and the Lord.  The widow held nothing back.  What about you?
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