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I have heard it said that this world can be divided into two groups: the “givers” and the “takers.”  I have also heard it said that while the takers may eat better, the givers always sleep better.  I guess that begs the question of whether someone thinks it better to sleep than to eat.  As one who has tossed and turned at night from having eaten too much, I don’t have any problems answering that question for myself, but I guess that in the end it really is a personal decision; it’s a question that every person has to answer for himself or herself.

Of course, people of faith would want to know, “W-W-J-A?”  “What would Jesus answer?”  I certainly don’t want to put words in Jesus’ mouth, but I do remember him answering Satan during that time of temptation, “Man does not live by bread alone.”  And this morning we have before us another answer that in many ways is even clearer, showing us how Jesus sides with the “givers” of the world and those who have a place in their hearts for sacrifice.
It’s actually a series of sayings sparked by something Jesus sees as he watches people putting their gifts into the Temple treasury.  For those of you who have been with us for the past several weeks, we’ve been looking at some of the lessons Jesus taught his disciples on their journey from Galilee to Jerusalem.  If you remember, Jesus had “steadfastly” set his face toward the city, which means that he had pledged himself to being the “giver” that God had called him to be, knowing full well that his “giving” would involve the cross.  Now, Jesus is in Jerusalem, and from the time he has first stepped foot into the city he has been taken aback by the number of “takers” who have made their home there.  There are the money changers in the Temple, who profit off the piety of the people.  There are the hired guns of religious leadership who seek to trap Jesus by asking the question, “Do we give to God or to Caesar,” though they really don’t want to give to either.  And there is the religious leadership themselves who according to Jesus, love to be greeted with respect in the marketplace, have the best seats at banquets, and worst of all, “devour widows’ houses.”  “Takers” they were, every one of them.
But it was that last group, the religious crowd, that must have disappointed Jesus the most and weighed the most heavily on his mind, for when Jesus saw how people were putting their gifts into the treasury, he was compelled to launch into an instruction of how religion without sacrifice is not worth two pennies, literally speaking.
As we look at what Jesus would say to the choice of living as either “giver” or “taker,” there are three considerations I want us to note: the sacrifice of abundance, the sacrifice of structure, and finally, the sacrifice of control.

First, notice the sacrifice of abundance.

The Bible says that when Jesus saw people putting their gifts into the treasury, his attention became riveted upon a poor widow, the kind of woman who was getting her house devoured, who was putting in the offering that she had to give.  She wasn’t the only one making an offering that day.  According to Luke’s account, rich people were putting their gifts in as well, but it was this poor widow who was putting in just two copper coins, just a fraction of what a wage earner might earn in a day, that got Jesus’ attention.  “Truly I tell you,” said Jesus, “this poor widow has put in more than all of them; for they all contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty put in all the living that she had.”

You hear this story and you ask yourself the question, “Does Jesus really expect me to give everything I have.”  And the answer is, “Sometimes he does.”
Bruce Wilkinson is a name that many of you know from The Prayer of Jabez fame.  A while back Wilkinson was approached at a conference by a young boy who was asking for contributions to a mission fund.  Wilkinson told the boy that he only gives if he knows that the person asking has also given some of his own money first.  When the boy answered that he couldn’t give any more because he had given all that he had, even the money that he had set aside for snacks and souvenirs on the trip, Wilkinson knew what he had to do.  He had to do likewise, even though on that very morning he had gone by the bank and withdrawn a sizeable amount of cash.  There was nothing else for him to do but to match the sacrifice of the boy out of the abundance that God had given him.

Sometimes Jesus expects us to give everything we have, but always Jesus notices not just the amount of our gift but the manner in which we give it.  In other words, it wasn’t the amount of the gift that impressed Jesus.  How could it have impressed him?  It was only two copper coins.  What impressed him was the spirit of the gift and the manner in which the widow’s gift gave testimony to her total and absolute dependence upon God.
Poverty in and of itself is not spiritual, but what is spiritual is the attitude that my life is defined by the manner in which I don’t just give out of my abundance but by how I sacrifice out of it as an expression of my trust in the provisions God has made possible.  You see, God is as interested in “how” you give as “how much” you give.  We are abundant people.  We really can “give until it hurts.”  There is the sacrifice of abundance.

But there’s something else in this story.  There’s the sacrifice of structure.
Some structure is important in life, at least in terms of the foundations upon which we build our lives.  Jesus spoke about this, too, when he told the story of the man who built his house upon the rock and the man who built his house upon the sand.  When the rains came, the house built on the sand washed away, while the house built on the rock withstood the storm.  We need sound foundations in life.
But at the same time, we must be careful that the base foundation in life is Jesus.

Think about it this way.  A person builds his business life on sound business principles: the customer is always right, an honest day’s effort for an honest day’s wage, don’t promise more than you can deliver.  A person builds his financial life on sound financial principles: don’t spend everything that you make, pay yourself first, use credit wisely.  A person builds his academic life on sound academic principles: study a little each day, do your own work, pay attention in class.  You get the picture.
As good as these principles are, unless we in some way layer them on top of our commitment to Jesus, they remain detached and disconnected from him who over our beings must hold absolute sway, and in times of duress, they do not stand.

It’s not coincidence that after pointing out this generous widow to his disciples, Jesus turned their attention to the larger temple and how it was adorned.  “As for these things which you see,” said Jesus, “the days will come when there shall be left here one stone upon another that will not be thrown down.”

It wasn’t that Jesus was anti-Temple.  It was more that Jesus saw how the Temple had become a substitute for the God who dwelled there, even as it did for the people in the prophet Jeremiah’s day.  “We have the Temple.  Nothing can possibly happen to us.”
We do the same thing.  “I have my job.  I have my bank accounts.  I have my scholarship.”  But if these things, any of them, were to be taken away, what would you have then?

What Jesus is saying here wasn’t hard for people in Luke’s day to understand.  By the time Luke wrote his gospel, the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans had already taken place.  It was front page news.  They heard clearly what we need to hear clearly today: “When life is falling apart all around you, move your life toward Jesus.”

Structure is important, but the only structure that lasts is that which is built on Jesus.  If you’ve been building your life on anything else, reconsider right now and begin moving your life toward Jesus.

There is the sacrifice of abundance, the sacrifice of structure, and then lastly and most demandingly, there’s the sacrifice of control.

My wife will tell you that while I’m a reasonably good driver, I am the world’s worst passenger.  She might even state it more strongly.  I will admit that on occasion I might suggest a particular route or a faster rate of speed or a step on the gas to make it past a light when the crosswalk sign is flashing.  But I’m not that bad, or maybe I am.  I guess all of us have a certain need for control.  That’s why we have planners and day-timers and palm pilots.  Time’s flying and we’re in the pilot’s seat.
The disciples understood what I’m talking about even if they didn’t fully understand Jesus when he was telling them about how the Temple would be bulldozed.  “Teacher, when will this be, and what will be the sign when this is about to take place?”  “We’ve got to get this down on the calendar.  We can’t be taken by surprise.  We must always be in control!”
And what did Jesus say?  “Don’t be terrified.”  “Don’t be led astray.”  “This has to happen, and when it does, just trust in God.”

Philip Yancey has been a helpful writer for me.  In his book Rumors of Another World, he talks about this business of faith as sacrificing some measure of control.  Yancey writes: “Trust does not eliminate the bad things that may happen (in life)….  Trust simply finds a new outlet for anxiety and a new grounding for confidence: God.  Let God worry about the worrisome details of life, most of which are out of (our) control anyway.”
That’s exactly what Jesus is saying here.  “Once you realize that everything is passing away, you can ‘let go’ and ‘let God.’"
And when you do that, when you let go and let God, maybe then you can also get some sleep, which is the promise made only to “givers” who aren’t afraid of sacrifice in the least, because they know, “Man really does not live by what he takes.”  Man really lives by “every word that proceeds from the mouth of the Father,” most especially the Word that became Flesh and gave his life on the cross in order to show us the love of God.  
Think about it, and then…let go.
