
Luke 21:1-5
The Widow’s Pennies

We are continuing in Luke’s Gospel today, starting out in Luke 21.

We’ve been jumping around a bit chronologically in recent weeks - we jumped back to
Palm Sunday a couple of weeks ago and forward to the cross and resurrection last week.
So now we are jumping back to Tuesday of Holy Week.

So Jesus rode in on a donkey on Palm Sunday, He will be crucified on Friday, and we are
now picking up on Tuesday in between those events. Jesus has spent much of this day
debating in the temple, teaching in the temple, facing people who were trying to trap him
in his words.

And now this happens:

Luke 21:1-4 Jesus looked up and saw the rich putting their gifts into the offering box, 2
and he saw a poor widow put in two small copper coins. 3 And he said, “Truly, I tell
you, this poor widow has put in more than all of them. 4 For they all contributed out of
their abundance, but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on.”

So Jesus is observing the offerings. According to history, they had some offering boxes in
the shape of trumpets set up in one of the temple courts, and each person who gave
their offering would toss the coins in the bell of the trumpet and they’d make some noise
and drop into a secure box.

And the rich are coming to make their big offerings. We know that sometimes they would
be introduced by someone playing a trumpet so everyone could know that a pious rich
person was making an offering and they could be rewarded with respect from the crowd
for their charity.

Jesus had warned about giving to be seen my people like this:
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Matthew 6:1-4 “Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order
to be seen by them, for then you will have no reward from your Father who is in
heaven. 2 “Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the
hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by
others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. 3 But when you give to the
needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4 so that your
giving may be in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

Jesus warned that when we give to be seen, to be known as givers, we are no longer
rewarded by God, but we are rewarded by the praise we have from others.

A few years after saying that, Jesus is here in the temple, watching them come in and
give to be seen.

And then comes someone who wants to give, but probably doesn’t want to be seen.
There’s no trumpet, no fanfare, because what she has to give is small and probably
would have been laughed at by the big givers and religious authorities.

This widow comes in to give the tiniest of all possible gifts in the offering. An
embarrassingly small gift compared to the cash being tossed in by the heavy hitters.

Widows couldn’t earn their own income, so a poor widow, one without a large nest-egg,
was the poorest of the poor. She was poor with little hope of that ever changing.

And she comes with the smallest of offerings, two copper coins. Two lepta, Hebrew
coins, minted 100 years earlier, each lepton was worth about 1/100th of a day’s wages. So
this offering might be worth 2 bucks today. Nothing compared to the rich. So, probably
with some embarrassment that her gift was so small, she comes and puts it in. No
trumpet sounds, there’s no fanfare. This gift is not going to make much of a difference for
the operation of the temple. But it was all she had.

And Jesus says, “She gave more than all of the rich people combined. Because they had
abundance and contributed out of it, with plenty left over afterwards. But she gave all she
had, and had nothing left over.

In fact, when Jesus says in verse 4, “she gave all she had to live on,” it’s apanta ton bion,
and could literally be translated “all her life.” She gave everything. She may have had no

2



money to even buy food when she got home. The rich gave a lot more dollars, but they
went home to nice houses and kept eating good meals and feeding their families. She
went from really poor to absolutely destitute.

So notice a few things in the text here:

First, verse 1, Jesus was watching.

This woman’s gift wouldn’t have seemed significant to the temple authorities, but Jesus
saw it. Jesus saw it, and he knew what it cost her, he knew what was in her heart, he
knew what was in the hearts of the temple authorities that dismissed her and in the
hearts of the rich who gave out of their abundance for show.

Jesus could see to the heart, and this continues today. One of the attributes of God is His
omniscience, God is all-knowing.

Psalm 11:4 “The LORD is in his holy temple; the LORD’s throne is in heaven; his eyes
see, his eyelids test the children of man.”

One of the earliest names given to God in scripture was in Genesis 16, where Hagar, a
used and abused, destitute single mother, is cared for by God and she calls him El Roi,
the God who sees.

God sees - He sees the sacrifice, He sees the heart of worship, He sees what is done in
secret and never praised by people.

This is good news for those who do thankless work or thankless ministry or continue to
make unnoticed sacrifices. Jesus sees it! Our Father sees it. And He rewards what is
done in secret, the stuff that’s never seen by people.

We see the outward appearances. We see the big giver. We see the strong. We see the
person whose work is significant, whose contribution seems to make the biggest
difference. Jesus sees the widow, the one who is poor and humble, the one whose
efforts don’t seem to matter, and He says she has given more than everyone else
combined.

So if the good works we do seem small and insignificant, our contribution seems minor,
our efforts seem to make no difference, the difference we could make seems negligible,
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we can know that it is seen by Jesus. And that gives the work value and gives us
motivation to keep doing it.

Jesus looks at what is humble, He looks at what is done in faith (giving her all and
trusting God to provide,) He looks at the depth of her sacrifice, and He commends it.

So Jesus sees the gift.

Second, verse 3, Jesus measures the gift.

He says that she gave more than all of the others combined. What impresses all of the
people doesn’t impress Jesus. And what is probably laughed at by the people is
commended by Jesus.

The person whose gift is the most important to God was the least important to the
people.

Jesus measures the gift by the generosity of the heart not the dollar amount. By giving
her “whole life” in the offering, she was saying that everything she owned belonged to
God.  The size of the gift was measured by the size of the sacrifice, not the amount. And
Jesus commended her self-sacrifice in worship.

No trumpet was blown for her gift, but the God who sees measured it and it was
gargantuan.

Widows, the people with the least, again and again are the greatest in Luke’s Gospel.
Beginning with the prophetess Anna in chapter 2 who worships God and tells of the
redemption that is coming, the least in the eyes of the world are the greatest and noticed
by God.

And this serves as a rebuke to the church in our day. A number of very popular books on
church leadership instruct pastors to spend their time and efforts with the biggest
financial contributors. At the beginning of COVID, pastors were meeting via zoom to
discuss what this would look like for our churches. And in a couple of those calls, some
people were saying that the first thing we need to do is reach out to the biggest givers in
the church to make sure they felt cared for and that they were on-board to keep giving
through this.
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We are told to care most for the people who contribute the most. But that is completely
against the ways of Jesus.

(And if you’re newer here and wondering how those things work here, to guard against
any temptation toward favoritism, I don’t know people’s giving or have access to specific
giving records, I don’t know who all of our biggest contributors are. We don’t make
efforts to treat anyone as more important or less important based on giving. And I was
also encouraged that when our elders met at the beginning of COVID, we tightened our
belt and prepared for a lean year (which never materialized), and at the same time
designated more money than ever to care for people who were sick and who lost jobs
and were in need, as opposed to kicking off a favor-the-rich strategy. And God has
provided everything we’ve needed and more.)

We can’t read this parable and say that Jesus would be really honored if we favored the
rich.

So Jesus watches, Jesus measures, and:

Third, Jesus commends the gift as worship.

This woman gives as an act of self-sacrifice and worship, and that’s a good and beautiful
thing that Jesus commends.

But remember where the money was going. It was going to a temple/religious system
that Jesus had been calling out for its sins and problems. This money wasn’t all going to
good purposes.

In fact, within 24 hours of this widow dropping her pennies in, this happened:

Matthew 26:14-16 “Then one of the twelve, whose name was Judas Iscariot, went to
the chief priests 15 and said, “What will you give me if I deliver him over to you?” And
they paid him thirty pieces of silver. 16 And from that moment he sought an
opportunity to betray him.”

Follow the money here - the widow puts in her gift, Jesus commends her for it, and within
hours, that widow’s gift and far more is in the pocket of Judas, the price of blood for
betraying Jesus.
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Which means that Jesus honors a heart that gives in worship, even when the uses the
money is put to aren’t the best, aren’t the most efficient, and at times even when it is
misused.

For some time, I was part of a church where I served and gave a lot of time and lot of
money for me over the years. I poured in countless hours and never less than 10% of my
gross income. And I later learned that the same church was riddled with corruption. And
it would be easy to look at my gifts and my service as totally wasted, like I had made an
investment and the stock crashed at it was all for nothing.

But the good news here is that Jesus commends what is done in faith as worship, even
when the investment doesn’t pay off in earthly terms. So, while we should be reasonably
discerning in how we give, we can also give with a cheerful abandon, knowing the
reward comes in worshiping the God who sees and knows and rewards sacrifice. No
good thing done in faith is wasted.

And through this widow, Jesus is calling all of us to lives of generous giving, not only as
spiritual investment in the kingdom, but as worship.

He calls us to trust that the giving we do has worth in God’s plan, even if it doesn’t seem
to work our and our earthly understanding can’t see how the investment pays off.

He calls us to give joyfully, and though we aren’t in control of all of the outcomes, we
respond in love to the One who is in control of every outcome.

And through the widow he calls to give all as a way of saying that all we are and all we
have belongs to God.

And it isn’t the pious religious people who reflect the ways of God here, but it’s the
widow. She shows best what God is like, she shows what the Gospel is like.

When God gave to us, He gave us his whole life. He gave his son. He was ridiculously
generous with us, even though we often ignore Him and misuse the gifts, in the Gospel
He gave us His life.

And when we are called to be generous in the New Testament, just like when we are
called to any obedience, we are reminded of the Gospel and told it should transform us
into generous people.
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2 Corinthians 8:8-9 “I say this not as a command, but to prove by the earnestness of
others that your love also is genuine. 9 For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus
Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his
poverty might become rich.”

This woman, in giving her life, was reflecting a sacrifice that Jesus would be making for
her just three days from this day. And people who understand the generosity of God and
how lavish He is toward us become lavishly generous people.

We saw in Luke 19 with Zaccheus, how his response to receiving the grace of the Lord
was to give. In the old testament, people were called again and again to bring the
firstfruits the first part of their harvest, and give it as an offering. God was generous with
them and they were called to give in worship. We give lavishly in response to the lavish
giving of God.

But there’s more going on here.

We don’t want to pluck this passage out of its context. At the end of the service today, we
are going to be playing a video introducing the new building that we are going to be
moving to this fall or winter, with a call for us to consider giving to the project financially.
And this is a project I believe in and am excited about and would ask that if you are a
member or regular here, that you consider if you might contribute between now and the
end of the year to help cover the buildout expenses on the project. It’s a great
opportunity to worship and to invest in the ministry for decades and decades to come.

And if I stopped the sermon here you might be able to accuse me of taking this passage
out of context to do a fundraising message just for a building campaign where we call
you to give everything you have, even if it means there’s no dinner for your family
tonight. We’re doing give it all Sunday.

But there’s more going on in this passage, and you’ll soon see that if this is supposed to
be a manipulative sermon to raise funds for a building, it’s about to become the worst
fundraising sermon of all time:

Because look at the context here. A couple of weeks ago we looked at the passage right
before this one:
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Luke 20:45 And in the hearing of all the people he said to his disciples, 46 “Beware of
the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes, and love greetings in the
marketplaces and the best seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at feasts,
47 who devour widows’ houses and for a pretense make long prayers. They will
receive the greater condemnation.”

So Jesus tells them to beware of the scribes, the religious leaders. One of their many sins
was that they devoured widows’ houses. They manipulated widows to give so that the
widows were destitute and they were enriched.

Then right away, Jesus looks up and sees this widow give all that she has.

And as much as everything we just said about the widow’s gift is true, Jesus does
commend her worship, it’s also true that she was not required by God’s law to give this.
People were to give of the firstfruits of their income. If their land produced they gave 10%,
if their business made a profit they gave 10%, if they had income, they gave 10% from the
income. That’s where the minimum requirements were, with anything of course allowed
on top of that.

This widow doesn’t have income. She hasn’t made money. Presumably, her departed
husband has long since tithed on this money. And this is all she has - her whole life. But
now she, in a heart of generosity that is rcommended by Jesus, felt obligated to give it
all. And she then goes home, and presumably there’s nothing left for dinner.

Jesus says to beware of the scribes who devour widow’s houses, and then immediately
points out a widow who gives everything, the last of what she has to live on.

Then from there, this happens next - Jesus continues to observe what’s going on around
Him:

Luke 21:5 And while some were speaking of the temple, how it was adorned with
noble stones and offerings, he said, 6 “As for these things that you see, the days will
come when there will not be left here one stone upon another that will not be thrown
down.”

So Jesus says “watch out for people who devour widows,” then we see a widow give her
last two lepta, then Jesus warns that this whole temple will be destroyed. Mark 12 tells
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these same stories in the exact same order - beware the scribes, look at the widow, this
place is coming down.

There’s actually a judgment coming on this whole temple, in part because the system
that God called to care for widows was now devouring them, and leaving them with
nothing to live on.

Throughout the Old Testament, God had called his people to give special care to the
widow, again to reflect the heart of God:

Deuteronomy 10:18 He executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves
the sojourner, giving him food and clothing.

Psalm 68:5 Father of the fatherless and protector of widows is God in his holy
habitation.

Isaiah 1:17 Learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; bring justice to the
fatherless, plead the widow's cause.

The temple offerings, in part, were to care for the poor and the widows. But here’s an
example of a widow going bankrupt in the temple because of her gift to it. Their offerings
were supposed to pay the priests, they were supposed to fund the worship, and they
were supposed to care for the poor. But here the poor, in this sense of obligation to give,
are being destroyed by it.

And Jesus sees that too.

And Jesus promises that He will judge a wicked system that preys on the poor and
vulnerable and widows, even if it is a system originally set up by God and that had
potential for tremendous good in the world.

God sees the injustice. And what is happening here, the devouring of the most
vulnerable, is seen by God and He will, in time, make sure that wickedness is rewarded
too.

And again the wickedness is not in the widow or what she did - by all accounts she is
commendable for responding generously to the grace she has received. But the leaders
who would make her feel like the must do this, or that threw guilt on her if she didn’t do
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this, or that treated her as of no account if her gifts were small, could expect a reckoning.
(And we’ll talk about it more next week, but in 70AD, 40 years after the widow’s gift, the
Temple was razed to the ground in judgment.)

God sees all of this, and as frustrating as it was for many to watch the good thing in the
temple become the worst thing as it devoured widows and eventually devoured Jesus,
they didn’t have to worry that justice wouldn’t be done.

Listen to this promise in Proverbs 15:25: “The LORD tears down the house of the proud
but maintains the widow’s boundaries.”

Peter Leithart writes, “Though this proverb does apply to any proud man’s house and
posterity, it has, coming from the pen of Solomon the temple-builder, specific reference
to the Lord’s house in Jerusalem. When Israel turns the house into a den of brigands and
it becomes a house of the arrogant, the Lord tears it down and sends the pieces into
exile. In Luke 21, Jesus’ condemnation of the temple immediately follows the story of the
widow’s mite - [God] is tearing down the house of the proud, those who oppress widows
and orphans, and establishing the widow’s house”

And this is an important warning for church leaders today.

People in churches with income are called to give, they are called to give as worship,
they are called to give lavishly and generously knowing that the Lord is watching.

But it is also true that churches are called to give - not to manipulate money out of
widows and the poor, but to help them. Not to make the poor feel guilty for having
nothing to give, but to give to them.

And the widow, the poor, the person in church who has nothing to give should not be
embarrassed by that, should not feel less a part of the church household, should not feel
the need to give the grocery money or the rent check to the offerings while the kids go
hungry.

We need a building to meet in, we are called to pay our pastors (1 Timothy 5), we are
called to support missionaries and plant churches. And having nice buildings like the one
we’re moving in to and being generous with those we support are good things - but we
don’t do it on the backs of the poor, we don’t do it with manipulation, we don’t devour  -
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and if we ever do, if we ever become devourers, we can expect God to do what God
does with the house of the proud.

Jesus wasn’t against offerings, he wasn’t against institutional religion. Jesus attended the
synagogue that was supported by offerings, much of his ministry took place in the temple
that was supported by offerings. He wasn’t against buildings and clergy and an
institution. He affirmed the legitimacy of all of those things. But it is never to be built on
the backs of the poor.

This is one of the reasons we are so against the prosperity Gospel that promises God will
give you wealth if you give or health if you give or the answer to prayer that you want if
you give. The prosperity gospel promises earthly reward for earthly sacrifice.

And if you put in enough money and sacrifice like the widow, they promise you that
money will come back to you as more money. Often, those who are deceived by that are
the poor with very little to give. And it seems the only ones prospering are the guys who
preached it.

And then you go to the preachers n’ sneakers instagram account, and you see the
famous prosperity-preaching pastors wearing $7200 sneakers while proclaiming the
good news to the poor that if they just keep throwing in their lepta, one day they can
dress like this too.

Beware of the pastors, who like to walk around in Yeezys, and love to be thought of as
influencers on instagram, who devour widows’ houses and for a pretense preach
inspirational messages. (That’s my paraphrase of Luke 20:45-46).

Churches are called to pay their full-time pastors in a way that is generous and honors
them, and we do that here and as pastors we’re thankful for the generosity and care. And
as pastors, we are called to live lives that show that Jesus is our treasure, and we’re
called to be people who don’t want the money if it has to come through manipulation of
the poor.

In all of life, we want to reflect the gospel.

When we have some means, we want to give lavishly and sacrificially, just as God has
given to us in Christ.
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And when we see people in need, we want to offer care and help, and we don’t want
them to feel like less of a priority or less a part of the body of Christ because they only
have what the widow has.

In the Gospel, God gives generously, so we want to give generously. And in the gospel
God goes to the humble, the poor in spirit, the weak to offer grace. And we can’t ever be
a place where the poor feel like they have less access to the grace of Christ in the
Gospel than the others.

So we reflect the gospel in how we give, we reflect the gospel in how we treat those who
can’t.

It’s another reason it’s so important for us to know the difference between the Gospel
and works-based religion. In works based religion, people work to make themselves
acceptable to God. So in that paradigm, God gives to those who have something to give
to him. You give God your morality, and God will give you heaven or a blessing.

But the Gospel that we believe says that we are the widow.

We have nothing to give. Our gifts can’t contribute a thing to our salvation.

And it isn’t our strength and our contribution that gets God’s attention. It’s our humility,
our empty pockets, the fact that no trumpet will ever be blown because of what we are
bringing to God.

And Jesus said “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”
(Matthew 5:3). When we come empty and poor, when we come with only need and
nothing to contribute, when we recognize our neediness before God, he provides
lavishly.

Jesus promised this temple would be torn down in part because it didn’t care for the
poor. But Jesus replaced the temple with Himself.

And He didn’t fail the way the temple did. When someone comes to Jesus poor and
needy with nothing to give, He doesn’t devour, He forgives. He pardons. He gives to
them. He forgives. He gives grace.
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When He went to the cross, Jesus was devoured for us. So that we could receive the
lavish riches of His grace forever.

And if we will repent, turning from our sin and unbelief and turning to believe in Jesus as
our only hope for forgiveness and life, we will receive from Him abundance of pardon.
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Sermon Discussion Guide for Small Groups

The Widow’s Pennies
Luke 21:1-5

I. Jesus Sees the Widow’s Gift (Luke 21:1-2)

Jesus knew that the widow’s seemingly insignificant gift was significant to her.

How is this a comfort and a help when our giving seems small?

When our service seems unnoticed, how does this motivate us?

II. Jesus Measures the Widow’s Gift (Luke 21:3-4)

What makes the widow’s gift “bigger” than the rest combined?

Does God measure gifts more by their size or their proportional sacrifice?

III. Jesus Commends the Widow’s Gift (Luke 21:3-4)

How is it significant that Jesus is pleased with such a small gift?

Why is Jesus pleased with a gift to the temple when the temple had become so
corrupt?

What is the difference between giving as an investment and giving as worship?

How is giving as worship enhanced when we can’t control the outcome of the gift?

Do you give as worship?

IV. Jesus Warns the Recipients of the Gift (Luke 20:45-46, Luke 21:5ff)

14



How is it significant that the story of the widow is couched in between a rebuke of
the temple authorities that devour widow’s houses and a prophesy of judgment on
the temple?

How might that be a warning to us for how we treat the poor?
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