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A Church member stopped a pastor once to angrily complain that the church had purchased 

five new brooms in the past year – an expenditure he thought completely unnecessary. The 

pastor was surprised at the man’s reaction, and mentioned it to the Church treasurer who 

calmly replied, “It’s understandable. How would you feel if you saw everything you’ve given in 

the past twelve months tied up in brooms?”  

The church has a giving problem.  

Giving is down, the number of active contributors to the budget shrinks each year; more and 

more givers are on fixed incomes; blah, blah, blah. The Church has a giving problem, but it’s not 

that we give too little. The church’s problem is that the way we think about giving is broken and 

we don’t know how to fix it.   

You’ve all heard it said, God loves a cheerful giver. And we read this morning’s scripture 

passage and we hear Jesus words about the widow, and we all have the same reaction. Our 

heart swells.  

“Aww. That’s sweet. How nice.” 

But what if we’re wrong? What if Jesus isn’t praising the widow?  

What if his comments aren’t designed to make us more like her, but to make us less like the 

system she finds herself in? What if Jesus does wants to change the way we give, just not in the 

way we’ve always thought?   

The gospel of Mark is the earliest of the four we have in our bibles, and it was the blueprint 

Matthew and Luke followed when they wanted to write theirs, but part of the reason they had 

to write them at all was because they read Mark, and said, there’s some room to improve here. 

Mark’s written at a breakneck pace. He wants to get the story told yesterday and so nearly 

every paragraph starts with “and then Jesus …” Mark doesn’t take a break. Go home this 

afternoon and read even just the whole of chapter 12; it’s one scene that’s constantly 

interrupted: First it’s the Pharisees, and then the Sadducees, and then the Scribes, and then 

Jesus changes the subject, and then … Jesus rests. Mark says he sits down in the temple 

courtyard and people watches.  

There’s no new scene, no interruption; no ‘and then’ because Mark isn’t done with his previous 

thought. Jesus knows that it’s not enough to simply tear a strip off the religious authorities of 

the time, but he also knows the system well enough to know he won’t have to wait long to be 

able to put a human face on the problem he sees.  

“Beware of the scribes, Jesus says, who … devour widows’ houses and for the sake of 

appearance say long prayers. They will receive the greater condemnation.”  He sat down 

opposite the treasury, and watched the crowd putting money into the treasury. Many rich 

people put in large sums. A poor widow came and put in two small copper coins, which are 
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worth a penny. Then he called his disciples and said to them … she out of her poverty has put in 

everything she had, all she had to live on.” 

When we read the story of the widow’s mite, context matters. If all we hear is Jesus’ highlight 

her as an example of giving, we can be forgiven for believing that Jesus words are words of 

praise. But in context, the story is more lament than praise.  

It’s a lament for a system that emphasizes power over justice because the temple existed to 

care for the widows.  

It’s a lament for a system that emphasizes prosperity over equality. 

It’s a lament for a system that emphasizes stewardship over discipleship.  

The two are not mutually exclusive, and in its most perfect expression, stewardship is always a 

function of discipleship – but the temptation for institutions to get that mix backward is real, 

alive and well.  

When we believe that success depends on balancing the budget; when we believe that 

everything will be okay if we can just increase our giving community; when we believe that the 

mission of the church is to end the year in the black, we are mistaking stewardship for 

discipleship.  

And stewardship alone can never accomplish the mission of God. 

Jesus’ lament is not a rejection of religious systems or institutions; and it won’t be long 

according to Mark before Jesus is in the temple tossing tables and thrashing vendors reminding 

everyone within shouting distance that the temple is supposed to be God’s gift to the world. 

But when the tools God puts in place to fulfill his mission is the world become more invested in 

their survival than their calling, it’s a sign that stewardship has surpassed discipleship. 

And stewardship alone can never accomplish the mission of God. It just makes the big things 

small and the small things big.  

It shrinks our gospel.  

The widow thought she was being faithful. She thought she was doing what God wanted. She 

was told that if she wanted God to love her, then she had to obey his commands and bring her 

offering. The problem is that a lepton, the Greek word that’s used here, literally means small. 

It’s the smallest amount of currency there is, equivalent to the wage for about six minutes of 

work. She can’t bring a tithe because you can’t divide it in half, let alone tenths. But when all 

she’s known is a relationship with God where it’s up to her to earn her way into God’s love, 

when all she’s been taught tells her that God’s love can be earned, she thinks she’s doing the 

right thing by bringing two lepton. God’s love is not for sale. It cannot be earned. Give 
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everything you have, write a cheque for a million dollars, or give nothing. It has no effect on the 

depth of God’s love for you and how far he will go to show you that love.  

But put discipleship in the first place, and watch the gospel grow.  

That’s why Paul centres his masterpiece to the Church in Rome on this truth. In view of God’s 

mercies, offer your bodies as living sacrifices – holy and pleasing to God. For this is your 

spiritual act of worship. When discipleship is our goal, when faithfulness is our goal, 

stewardship can’t help but result. 

Timothy Keller puts it this way: The more you understand how your salvation isn’t about your 

behavior, the more radically your behavior will change.  

Secondly, a focus on stewardship instead of discipleship shrinks our God. Don’t we believe that 

God made everything out of nothing? Don’t we believe that God spoke and light erupted from 

darkness? Don’t we hear the prophet enjoin the exiles to thrive because God’s provision knows 

neither borders nor limits? Don’t we remember Jesus telling us to consider the birds and the 

flowers who God clothes with more beauty than any bride on her wedding day? Isn’t the good 

news that God has already written the end of our story? If we hold all these things as true, why 

wouldn’t we believe that God either has already or will give us everything that we need?  

I get all the yeah, buts –  

The truth is, it’s a self defeating idea. The smaller your God is, the bigger your anxiety will be 

and nothing makes people close their wallets faster than a highly anxious environment. How 

much money did you invest in the stock market in 2008?  How likely were you buy an extended 

warranty from sears when you knew they were closing stores? How likely are you to trust an 

untested piece of technology? When we create an atmosphere of anxiety around our financial 

story as a church we are actively inviting people not to give.  

But a focus on discipleship creates the opposite of anxiety: it creates excitement. Discipleship 

stirs people not just to give, but to invest. To see the potential of what God is doing in the world 

and want to be part of it, because everyone wants to be on the winning team, and when we 

make it our goal to create disciples who are excited about what God is doing, people buy in, big.  

Lastly, when we leverage stewardship against discipleship, the only thing that grows is our ego.    

Let’s get one thing clear: we are the wealthiest group of Christians who have ever lived. We are 

very much a blessed people. But being a blessed people has always been a double edged sword. 

Alexandr Solzhenitsyn said that he learned to pray in a Siberian gulag because he had no other 

hope. Before his arrest, when things were going well, he seldom gave God a thought. The 

central message of the Hebrew prophets is to remember what God has done to get you to 

where you are, and not to buy into the myth of your own success. Ego is a human problem.  
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Barbara Moses, a columnist at the Globe and Mail, tells the story of a former client of hers who 

skyrocketed into the executive ranks when both his boss and boss's boss suddenly quit in the 

middle of a high-stakes marketing project. He was 28 at the time. 

He changed. Previously a self-deprecating man who wasn't terribly ambitious, he began to 

dress and act like a caricature of a confident, successful executive, peppering his conversation 

with stories about power lunches, bonuses and stock options. 

But he never quite grew into the role he was trying to project and didn't develop the emotional 

depth one would expect of someone at his level. It finally caught up with him 10 years later 

when he was dismissed. He drifted into a deep depression. Always the golden boy, he had 

never failed before. It took him a long time to find new employment and it was at a much lower 

level. 

When we buy into the lie that our problems can be solved by stewardship we end up buying 

into the lie that we can solve our own problems; we trick ourselves into believing that we can 

be the hero of our story.  

When we buy into our success, our giving becomes the tail wagging the dog. Every mission, 

every ministry, when stewardship is the goal gets a price tag. Every act is run through the 

utilitarian filter of a cost-benefit analysis and enacted accordingly.  

When we buy into our success, our giving becomes about preferences instead of mission. Who 

we are trying to reach matters less than who we might lose as a result. The kind of music we 

sing, the kind of seats we sit in, the kind of atmosphere we cultivate – all of it becomes a kind of 

bland, vaguely theological democracy. 

When we buy into our success, our giving becomes a weapon we hold over other members of 

the church. Our affluence becomes influence. We become less interested in hearing the 

thoughts and ideas of others.  

All of this is decidedly backwards.  Our problems can’t be solved by us. The common 

denominator in every problem I have, in every bad decision I make is me. Making much of us is 

only going to inflate our problems. Dressing our problems in church robes is like spraying 

perfume on a corpse.  

Jesus calls the church to recognize our giving problem and invites us to consider a radical 

solution: stop giving to the church. Stop giving to religious institutions and authorities. Stop 

giving to people, and start giving to God. Start hearing God’s invitation to participate in what 

the spirit is doing and start getting excited about it. Start trusting God for the big things and 

watch the small things blossom. Stop asking what does the church need, and start asking what 

does God want? You might be surprised by the answer. 

Your tithe and offerings will now be received.  


