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FCCOE; 11/18/18; Psalm 145; Mk. 12:38-44; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

“The Generosity of God” 

Introduction: Just off route 93, in the town of Tilton, NH, there is a large shopping mall that we frequent 

as a family at least once a summer. It is not as big as the Mall of America in Minneapolis, but it is big 

enough for us. It has everything from Home Depot to Brooks Brothers, and Talbots to Under Armor, all 

at discount prices. I’m actually glad it’s not any bigger as typically, I run out of steam within an hour and 

usually slink off somewhere to find a snack! So I was amazed when one summer I saw several busloads 

of foreign tourists being dropped off at 10 a.m. and I heard the driver say he’d be back for them at 5. 

They had come for a full day of shopping! Yikes!! I guess no matter where you come from, everyone 

loves a discount.   

In our reading from Mark this morning we meet a poor widow who desperately could have used a 

discount. And yet, in the Temple in Jerusalem she “paid full price” – she gave an offering of all that she 

had. Jesus saw in her an example his followers needed to appreciate. In her gift, Jesus wanted to 

highlight not an amount or a method, but an attitude or posture for our giving. It is a posture of love.  It 

is a posture that moves us, when we’ve truly recognized and received the generosity of God, to respond 

generously in return.  

Let’s first consider the wider context of Jesus’ meeting with this widow, and then how it can help us as 

we ponder the context of our own giving and the pledge card we’ll be receiving in the mail this week! 

I. The Widow’s Wider Context 

 A. As he observes this widow, Jesus has been doing some teaching in the temple courts. At one 

point, one of the Jewish lawyers asked him, “Of all the commandments, which is the most important?” 

Illustration: That question actually got me thinking about the terrible fires in California and what I would 

have done if I lived there. In particular, if fire was approaching my house, or I had been just told to 

evacuate immediately, what would I have grabbed to take with me? What would I have considered most 

important that I couldn’t do without? The lawyer’s question was a little like that. Given the huge volume 

of Jewish law, which commandment really mattered? 

Jesus responded like this: “The most important one is this . . . ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart 

and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’” And though the lawyer hadn’t 

asked about his second choice, Jesus went on to say, because it is inextricably linked to the first: “The 

second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no commandment greater than these” (12:28ff). 

 B. Jesus didn’t leave this answer in the realm of the theoretical but proceeded to give some 

examples, both positive and negative.  An example of those who did not love God with their whole being 

but wanted it to look like they did, could be seen in the Jewish lawyers! Apparently, these guys loved to 

parade around in public in their long robes, looking and sounding important. In the places of worship 

and at public functions they sought the seats of honor. Instead of being grateful for the hospitality 

offered them by widows they presumed upon it, draining the resources of these women. And they loved 

to pray long and fancy sounding prayers when others were listening. These were the big shots of the 

day, the spiritual elite. These were the people others thought important.  
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 C. To this group Jesus added the wealthy or financially elite. These were people who could make 

large offerings to the Temple. Such offerings were made not by putting them into a plate that was 

passed but into one of thirteen trumpet-shaped receptacles. If you put in a large amount, your many 

coins would make a large clanging sound! This sound might be what Jesus was referring to when, in his 

sermon on the mount, he cautioned against announcing your giving with trumpets in order to gain 

honor from others (Ma. 6:2). These people were the ones considered to be the big givers. These were 

the first people the fundraising experts would have contacted. 

 D. By contrast, as he was watching and listening, in addition to this loud clanging, Jesus also 

heard what had to amount to only a tiny clink, clink. It was the widow. She had only two coins of the 

smallest unit of value. And she gave not one, but both; she gave all she had. How did she do that? Why 

didn’t she hold one back? If anyone had a reason to do so, it was her! As I ponder this, a couple of other 

examples of giving come to mind that are helpful.  

1. One is a negative example. It’s the fellow in the parable Jesus told about the unmerciful servant. This 

servant owed his master a huge sum of money, so huge that he couldn’t hope to repay it. “Ten thousand 

bags of gold” is how Jesus describes it. Dramatically, the master forgave the entire debt of this servant. 

He didn’t have to pay a penny. This servant then went out and found someone who owed him money. 

But instead of forgiving the debt as he had been forgiven, he demanded that payment be made. When 

he learned that it couldn’t be, he had his debtor thrown into prison. This servant was unmerciful; he was 

not able to be generous toward others because he hadn’t truly recognized or understood the generosity 

of his master’s mercy to him (Ma. 18:21-35).  

2. The second is a positive example. It involves a sinful woman who interrupts a meal Jesus is having 

with a group of Pharisees. She comes up to Jesus weeping and washes his feet with her tears. Even 

more, she then pours out an expensive jar of perfume on his feet. The Pharisee hosting the meal is 

aghast at what he sees as a tremendous waste. He is also dumbfounded at the apparent ignorance of 

Jesus who should never, in the Pharisee’s mind, have allowed this woman of ill repute to have gotten 

anywhere close. In response, Jesus essentially explains that the great love this woman has shown Jesus 

is the result of the great love she knows she has received through the forgiveness Jesus has offered her 

(Lk. 7:36-50). Generosity poured out from her in response to the generosity from Jesus she had 

recognized and received. 

What Jesus seems to be saying time and time again, to his disciples, and to us, is that when we’ve truly 

understood and received the generosity of God, we can’t but help but respond generously in return.  

The offerings of the wealthy, and the parading around of the religious elite, were a negative example of 

what it looks like to love God and neighbor. Theirs was a false piety. But the widow’s offering, though 

smaller in amount, was larger in love; hers was a genuine piety.  Though we’re not told how, she had 

experienced the generosity of God, as evidenced by her generous gift.  

II. The Context of Our Giving 

 A. As I think of how this applies to us in this season of giving, the words of the apostle Paul come 

to mind as he helps his readers in Corinth to think about their giving to support the ministry of their 

church:  



3 
 

 Each one should give what you have decided in your heart to give, not reluctantly or under 

 compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver (2 Cor. 9:7).  

On the one hand, there is to be an intentionality about our giving. Our giving entails having made a 

decision, being thoughtful, prayerful, and intentional about the amount. We hope the vehicle of the 

pledge card can help you to do that. On the other hand, there is to be an attitude of cheerfulness about 

our giving, a gratefulness. 

 B. If we find that we’re giving reluctantly, perhaps we’re afraid to give because we’ve been 

finding our security in what we have, and what we can accumulate, and not in God. If we find that we’re 

giving under compulsion, perhaps we’re giving to assuage our guilt or give God what we think we owe 

him. But cheerful giving is giving with an attitude that comes from a heart that has ben overwhelmed 

and captured by God’s grace, his lavish, extravagant, undeserved favor, as both the widow in the 

Temple, and the woman at the dinner, exemplify. It’s not about the amount, says Jesus; it’s about our 

attitude and our hearts. 

 C. How can we cultivate a generous attitude that comes out of a heart that has been moved by 

God? One way would be to spend some time with our psalm for today, Psalm 145. The psalmist helps us 

to prayerfully mediate, in four sections, on God’s greatness (vv. 1-6), goodness (vv. 7-10), glory (vv. 11-

13), and generosity (vv. 14-21). In addition, we can think back on our widow and consider how she helps 

point us to the supreme example of God’s generosity, that which we’ve received in his Son. Her gift, 

through which she gave all that she had, foreshadows the giving to us by Jesus of all that he had—his 

life, so that we might be forgiven and begin to live anew and abundantly. As Paul describes it, within the 

same discussion about giving he was having with the Corinthian church:  

 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. – 2 Cor. 8:9 

Or, as Eugene Peterson puts it in The Message, 

 You are familiar with the generosity of our Master, Jesus Christ. Rich as he was, he gave it all 

 away for us. . .  

So may the generosity of Jesus work its way deep into our hearts, that we might give in the year ahead 

not only thoughtfully and intentionally, but gratefully and cheerfully.  

   


