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Mark 12:38-44 
 
Most of us don’t like talking about money.  It’s one of those taboo 
subjects -- along with religion and politics -- that we are taught 
not to talk about in social settings lest we cause controversy and 
upset someone.  Better to talk about sports or the weather.  Those 
topics are safer fare for polite conversation. 
 
But Jesus talked about money.  He talked about it quite a bit.  
Consequently, the subject comes up every once in a while in our 
scripture readings.  And I would be remiss were I to avoid 
preaching on such texts simply because they might make us feel 
uncomfortable. 
 
In this morning’s reading from the gospel of Mark, Jesus is 
teaching in the temple in Jerusalem, and a large crowd has 
gathered to listen to him.  Jesus warns his listeners to “beware of 
the scribes.”  The scribes were religious leaders who hand-copied 
the scrolls that contained God’s law.  They were very 
knowledgeable about God’s law and were looked to as teachers 
and interpreters of God’s law.  They were the lawyers of first-
century Palestine, and like lawyers today, they also were 
responsible for drawing up legal documents such as marriage 
contracts, divorce settlements, wills, real estate transactions, and 
the like. 
 
Jesus warned his audience to “beware of the scribes,” because so 
many of them had become corrupt.  They liked to be in the public 
limelight.  They liked to be noticed, to stroll around in long robes, 
to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces, to be given the 
best seats in the synagogues and places of honor at banquets!  
And for the sake of appearances the scribes would offer long 
prayers so that everyone would believe them to be pious and 



trustworthy men.  But all the while, they were enriching 
themselves by devouring the estates of defenseless widows. 
 
You see, in that male-dominated society, widows were not 
allowed to manage their deceased husbands’ affairs, so scribes 
became trustees of widows’ estates and had the legal right to 
administer them.  As compensation for their services as trustees, 
scribes received a percentage of the estates’ assets, but these 
arrangements were fraught with embezzlement and abuse.   
 
Widows and orphans were the most vulnerable of society.  They 
were supposed to be protected.  Instead, the scribes to whom 
Jesus refers were enriching themselves at widows’ expense.  And 
for that, Jesus says, they would receive the greater condemnation. 
 
Jesus then moves on to the treasury of the temple, where he sits 
down and watches as the crowds put their money into the 
receptacles for collecting temple taxes and free-will offerings.  
Many rich people put in large sums of money.  And then a poor 
widow walks up to the treasury and puts in two small copper 
coins, the smallest coins that were in circulation at the time.  In 
our day, the equivalent would be two copper pennies -- two 
cents.   
 
Seeing this, Jesus calls over his disciples and says to them, “Truly 
I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are 
contributing to the treasury.  For all of them have contributed out 
of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in 
everything she had, all she had to live on.” 
 
In making this observation, what did Jesus mean to say?  How we 
understand this scripture passage hinges on how we interpret 
Jesus’ statement.   
 
Traditionally, Christians have taken Jesus’ statement as a 
commendation of the widow for her extraordinary faith 
commitment.  She is lifted up as an ideal figure for her superior 
piety, for her sacrificial giving.  She is held up as an example for 
us to emulate.  She gave everything she had for God’s work in the 



world and so should we all.  Or so goes the traditional 
understanding. 
 
But some biblical scholars have begun to take a second look at 
this passage and to question this traditional interpretation.  They 
wonder whether we can really separate what Jesus says about the 
widow’s sacrificial giving from what he said earlier about the 
scribes.  Remember that he condemned the scribes for devouring 
the houses of widows, for their economic exploitation of these 
vulnerable women.  What if Jesus’ statement about the widow is a 
continuation of his condemnation of the scribes?  What if Jesus’ 
words are not meant to be a celebration of the widow’s faithful 
giving at all, but instead are meant to be a lament of the widow’s 
plight?  What if Jesus is condemning not only the scribes but the 
religious system that taught this woman that she should give 
everything she had to the temple treasury, everything she had to 
live on, as if God would demand such sacrifices of the poor? 
 
Should we see the widow as a selfless saint who voluntarily gave 
all she had to God, or should we see her as an unfortunate victim 
who was manipulated by corrupt temple authorities into giving 
away her last two cents?  I’m not going to tell you which 
interpretation you should hold.  It’s up to you to wrestle with the 
passage yourselves and decide for yourselves how you wish to 
understand it.   
 
What I do want to stress from this example is that very often a 
passage of scripture can have more than one interpretation, more 
than one meaning.  And as Presbyterians we affirm each person’s 
freedom of conscience with respect to the interpretation of 
scripture.  Indeed, you may come up with a third, entirely 
different interpretation, all your own! 
 
This morning’s scripture reading also raises a very practical 
question for each of us as members and friends of this 
congregation.  When it comes to our own offerings to the church, 
how much should we give?  In the text from Mark, there were 
rich people who gave a lot to the temple treasury, but it was from 
their abundance.  Presumably, it was from what they had left 



over after all their needs and wants had been met.  The poor 
widow, on the other hand gave everything she had to live on, so 
that she didn’t even have a penny to her name. 
 
I’m not sure God would approve of either of these circumstances.  
I don’t think God wants any of us to be destitute without a penny 
to our name.  I believe God wants everyone’s basic needs to be 
met, and God wants us to be able to enjoy the lives with which 
we have been blessed.  On the other hand, I’m not sure that God 
wants us to have so much wealth that we can give a lot away and 
not even miss it. 
 
Where I have come down on this personally is to embrace the 
biblical tithe.  The biblical tradition of tithing goes back centuries.  
Genesis tells us that Abram gave one tenth of everything to 
Melchizedek, a priest of God Most High.  Tithing became part of 
Jewish law and later was picked up as the church’s standard for 
giving. 
 
For some years now, Susan and I have given away 10% of our 
salaries.  And to give credit where credit is due, Susan had a lot to 
do with our making that commitment.  For a long time, we did 
not give the entire 10% to the church.  There were other nonprofit 
organizations we wanted to support, other social causes we 
wanted to promote with our contributions.  So we gave 5% to 
support the ministry of our church and 5% to support the work of 
other organizations.  But gradually, year by year, we increased 
our support to the church to the point that we give a full tithe -- 
10% of our earned income -- to the churches we serve.  We have 
not stopped giving to other organizations we support, but those 
contributions are now over and above the tithe we give to the 
church. 
 
For some of you tithing -- giving away 10% of your income to the 
church and to other causes -- may already be part of your 
spiritual practice, and that’s wonderful!  On behalf of the entire 
congregation, I thank you!  For others of you, tithing may not be 
part of your spiritual practice.  And if it’s not, 10% can sound like 
an awful lot of money!  But I would challenge you to work 



towards it gradually.  Think of it as a long-term, multiyear goal 
and consider giving just a little more each year.  For example, 
maybe you’re giving an offering of $20 a week to the church.  
Perhaps next year you could afford to increase your offering just 
$2 to $22 a week.  Or if you’re giving $100 a week to the church 
this year, maybe you could afford to increase it by $10 to $110 a 
week next year. Another option is to consider taking a bold leap 
of faith by increasing your giving from 2% of your income to 3%, 
or from 5% of your income to 6%.   
 
Of course, what you give to support the mission and ministry that 
God is doing through St. Andrew Presbyterian Church is, 
ultimately, between you and God.   
 
And I know that we are living in uncertain economic times. The 
pandemic has caused supply chain problems, which have led to 
increasing prices and a higher cost of living. And we don’t know 
what the future will bring.  All we ask is that you make your best 
estimate of what you think you will be able to give to the church 
next year so that the Session can be responsible about planning 
the church’s budget for 2022.  If your circumstances change 
sometime next year and you cannot fulfill your entire pledge, we 
will certainly understand. 
 
This morning we will be dedicating our pledges to God. If you 
have already sent your pledge to the church office, we thank you. 
If you brought your pledge card with you today, at the time of the 
offering please bring your pledge card forward and place it in the 
offering basket. If you forgot your pledge card, there are extra 
copies at the back of the sanctuary. Please feel free to pick up a 
pledge card during the hymn and fill it out. 
 
Jesus teaches us that life does not consist in the abundance of our 
possessions but in the generosity of our giving from all that we 
possess -- our treasure, our time, our talents.  It is in giving 
selflessly to others that we may grow rich toward God.  May we 
continue to be generous people.  Amen. 
 


