Stewardship of Possessions in the Gospels
By David J. Valleskey

[This is the second in a series of stewardship studies which was presented to the seminary faculty and is being
published by faculty resolution. The first in the series appeared in the Spring 1987 issue of the Wisconsin
Lutheran Quarterly.]

The Gospels are the divinely inspired record of the birth, life, ministry, suffering, death, resurrection and
ascension of Christ. The Holy Spirit caused them to be written as a means of bringing people to faith (Jn 20:31)
and of strengthening faith already present (Lk 1:1-3). Unlike the Epistles of Paul, they were not written to a
specific congregation or group of congregations. We should, therefore, not expect that they would contain the
kind of specific instructions pertaining to congregational life that we find in the Epistles, e.g., the stewardship
instructions in 2 Corinthians 8 and 9.

Yet this does not mean that the Gospels are devoid of guidance to the believer who wants everything in
his life, including the way he handles his possessions, to be done for the glory of God (1 Cor 10:31). The words
of Jesus as well as the words and actions of those around Jesus teach us much about the use and abuse of
possessions which Christians today can apply to themselves both on a personal and a congregational level.

A reading of the four Gospels reveals that Jesus touched on many aspects of the Christian’s attitude
toward possessions and his handling of them. Jesus warns about greed and its consequences, e.g., the account of
the Rich Young Man (Mt 19:16-30; Mk 10:17-30; Lk 18:18-30); the sad story of Judas (Mt 26:14-16; 27:1-5;
Mk 14:10, 11; Lk 22:3-6); and the Parable of the Rich Rool (Lk 12:13-21). In his Parable of the Sower and the

Seed Jesus speaks about the deceitfulness ( araty) of wealth (Mt 13:22; Mk 4:19; Lk 8:14), which can choke
the Word growing in the believer’s heart. He counsels that it is hard “for the rich to enter the kingdom of God.
Indeed, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of
God” (Lk 18:24,25).

Yet he doesn’t condemn riches and commend poverty in and of themselves. The Rich Man didn’t go to
hell because he was rich, and Lazarus didn’t go to heaven because he was poor. Possessions in and of
themselves are neutral. It is necessary, though, Jesus maintained, for his disciples to keep their priorities
straight. “You cannot serve both God and Money” (Mt 6:24), “for where your treasure is there your heart will
be also” (Lk 12:34). Failure to keep priorities straight could result in gaining the whole world but losing one’s
own soul (Mk 8:34-37). It is not wrong to eat and drink, to buy and sell, to plant and build. But to do that to the
exclusion of seeking first the kingdom of God is folly both for this life and the eternity to come (Lk 17:26,27;
Mt 6:33). That is why Jesus tells his followers whom he has just filled with earthly bread and who can think
only of that earthly bread, “Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life” (Jn 6:27).
It does not appear to be without good reason that in the prayer Jesus taught his disciples to pray only one of the
seven petitions deals exclusively with material things. It is as though Jesus were saying, “Pray for the things that
you need for your body, but pray especially for the things you need for your soul.”

Jesus seeks to instill in his followers an attitude of trust in a loving Father’s care. “Give us this day our
daily bread,” we are to pray, trusting with Israel of old in the wilderness that day by day God will give us what
we need. We can be like the birds and the flowers, for whom God lavishly provides. Like them we do not have
to worry about either today or tomorrow. God provides (Mt 6:24-34).

In the Gospels Jesus also makes it clear that the material things God gives us are not meant to be
hoarded selfishly for ourselves. He points to a four-fold use of our possessions other than for our own personal
needs. Our possessions are to be used for the support of our families. Jesus emphasizes this as he takes to task
the scribes and Pharisees for using a legal loophole to free them from the responsibility of providing for their
families (Mk 7:9-13). Our possessions are also to be used for the support of the needy. This is one of the fruits
of repentance. John the Baptist tells the crowd which has come out to the Jordan, “The man with two tunics



should share with him who has none, and the one who has food should do the same” (Lk 3:11). We call the
Samaritan of Jesus’ parable “good” as we observe the way he cared for someone who could not care for himself
(Lk 10:25-37). Jesus challenges the rich young ruler, “Sell everything you have and give to the poor” (Lk
18:22). To his disciples also he says, “Sell your possessions and give to the poor. Provide purses for yourselves
that will not wear out, a treasure in heaven that will not be exhausted, where no thief comes near and no moth
destroys” (Lk 12:33).

A third use for our gift of material goods is to support the government, as Jesus brings out in his
response to the attempt of those strange bedfellows, the Pharisees and the Herodians, to trap him. In answer to
their question, “Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” Jesus says, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to
God what is God’s” (Mt 22:17,21). This response also indicates a fourth use that God has in mind for our
possessions—to support the ministry of the gospel. Jesus assumes, as he sends out the Twelve and then the
Seventy-two, that they will be supported by those among whom they labor, for “a worker is worth his keep” (Mt
10:10; Lk 10:7).

The above are just a few of the many times the Gospels speak of the attitude of a child of God toward
possessions and his use of them, and we have touched only very lightly on these passages. To explore
thoroughly all that the Gospels have to say about the Christian and money would produce a study of prohibitive
length. We are going to narrow our focus, therefore, in this way: We will be looking at various individuals or
groups of people in the Gospels who gave of their material goods for charitable work, for the Lord’s work
especially. Some of these acts of giving are presented in a favorable light in the Gospels, others in an
unfavorable light. We want to examine the reasons why some acts of giving were commended by Jesus or
reported favorably by the writers of the Gospels and why some acts of giving were condemned by Jesus or
reported unfavorably by the sacred writers, and by this uncover stewardship principles revealed to us in the
Gospels. Having done that, we intend to seek to identify and encourage stewardship methodology which is in
harmony with these scriptural principles.

Matthew 23:23-28

We look first at Matthew 23:23-28. It is Tuesday of Holy Week. Jesus is publicly teaching in the temple
courts. He has just dealt with three successive challenges—questions about paying tribute to Caesar, about the
resurrection and about the great commandment—after which he raises his question about the Christ, whose son
he is (22:15-46). Then, speaking both to the crowds and his disciples (23:1), he strongly denounces the scribes
and Pharisees (23:2-36). This is followed by a lament over the whole city of Jerusalem (23:37-39), the final
words of Jesus to Israel as a whole apart from his brief message to the daughters of Jerusalem on the Via
Dolorosa (Lk 23:27-31).

In Jesus’ denunciation of the scribes and Pharisees we find seven woes (Mt 23:14-36), three of which
are especially pertinent to the subject at hand. The first of these three is the fourth woe:

23 Ovat vulv, ypappatels xal Papioator Omoxpital, 6Tt dmodexatolte T6 HOVoTwov xal TO dvybov
xal TO xOuvov, xal adfxate ta Bapitepa Tol vopov, ™Y xplaw xal o Eeog xai ™y mloTv: Talta
[0t] &0et motfioat xdxelva wi adiévar. 24 6dnyol Tudlol, of StiAIlovTes TOV xwvwTa THY 0F xduniov

XOTATIVOVTES.

The law of the tithe is described in Leviticus 27:30-33: “A tithe of everything from the land, whether
grain from the soil or fruit from the trees, belongs to the Lord; it is holy to the Lord....The entire tithe of the
herd and flock—every tenth animal that passes under the shepherd’s rod—will be holy to the Lord.”
Deuteronomy 14:22-29 amplifies the words of the Leviticus passage somewhat, specifically mentioning grain,
new wine and oil as the produce which was to be tithed.



Jesus’ point, it appears, is not so much that the scribes and Pharisees were doing wrong in tithing even

insignificant garden herbs as mint, dill and cummin. He says, “It was necessary [£det] to do these things” (NIV:
“You should have practiced the latter”). It is not wrong to be careful in giving back to God what is rightfully
his. But the problem was that they, who were so scrupulous about the outward action, left behind, neglected

(adxate, aorist of adinut) the weightier matters (ta Bapitepa) of the law—justice (xpiowv), mercy (Eieog) and
faithfulness (mioTv). Their error lay in neglecting the one while doing the other and, what is worse, teaching

others to do the same. Jesus calls them 6d»yot TudAoi, blind guides, straining out (StuAilovreg, attributive
participle) the gnat, i.e., concerned about the outward act of tithing even the minutest part of their possessions,

but at the same time swallowing (xatamivovtes) the camel, i.e., paying no attention to the weightier matters of
the law. They did the little but neglected the big things.
Jesus goes on with a fifth and sixth woe:

25 Odal Opiv, ypappateis xal Oapioaior Omoxpital, 8Tt xabapilete T Ewbev Tol moTyplou xal THg
napoidos, Erwlev 8¢ yépouaw €€ dpmayiis xal dxpacias. 26 @apioale TuPAE, xabdpioov Tp&Tov TS
gvtog Tol moTyplov, tva yévntal xat T éxtds adTol xabapiv.

27 Odat Opiv, ypappatels xal Papioaior vmoxpital, 6Tt mapopoldleTe TADOIG XEXOVIAUEVOLS, OITIVEG
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avoplas.

These two woes put the spotlight on the same problem of the scribes and Pharisees as the previous woe.
The Evangelist Mark explains more fully this cleansing of the outside of the cup and dish: “The Pharisees and
all the Jews do not eat unless they give their hands a ceremonial washing, holding to the tradition of the elders.
When they come from the marketplace they do not eat unless they wash. And they observe many other
traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers and kettles” (7:3,4). To the complaint of the Pharisees and
scribes that Jesus’ disciples weren’t observing these traditions of the elders, Jesus replied: “Isaiah was right
when he prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is written: ‘These people honor me with their lips, but their
hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men.” You have let go
of the commands of God and are holding on to the traditions of men” (Mk 7:6-8). He then gave an example of
how the scribes and Pharisees masked their greed and ignored the will of God by designating as “Corban” that
money which rightfully should have been used to support their parents in a time of need (Mk 7:9-13).

“Whitewashed tombs,” Jesus calls the scribes and Pharisees, an expression that his hearers could easily
relate to. He was probably referring to the Jewish custom of putting powdered lime over their tombs, especially
at the time of festivals, lest visitors fail to see them and accidentally touch them, thus becoming ceremonially
unclean for seven days (Nu 19:16). Since it was Passover week, Jerusalem at this time would have had its share

of such whitewashed tombs, which would have had a nice fresh look to them (wpaiog, beautiful, fair, lovely),

but which, in spite of this outward coat of lime, remained a depository for dead men’s bones and thus unclean.
Jesus’ point in all three of these woes is the same: There was no way the scribes and Pharisees could

worship God aright, with their offerings or in any other way, if they were concerned only about the externals.

They needed first to address themselves to what was within—cpmay», robbery, plunder, extortion, greediness;

axpacia, lack of self-control, intemperance, self-indulgence; dméxpiatg, hypocrisy; and dvopla, lawlessness,
wickedness. “They devour widows’ houses and for a show make lengthy prayers,” Jesus had said right before
the beginning of his seven woes (Mk 12:40). The outside of the cup was clean, but within was greed and self-
indulgence. The outside of the tomb was fair to look at, but within dwelt hypocrisy and wickedness. Therefore,



nothing truly good could be done by them. Even what looked good, e.g., their prayers and their offerings, was
not good.

But conversely Jesus says, “First clean (xafapioov, aorist imperative) the inside of the cup and dish, and

then the ouside also will be clean.” The tva clause (v 26) is a contemplated result clause. The xat is important.
When the one is done, i.e., the inside of the cup and dish is cleansed, then the other will also occur. Right
external actions will simply occur when things have been made right internally. You don’t have to make the
outside clean. When you have made the inside clean, the outside will automatically be a visible reflection of
what the inside has become.

Summary: Offerings involve the whole person. One whose heart is not right with God, which is always
true of the unbeliever and can at times be true also of the believer if the Old Adam regains the upper hand,
cannot please God with his offerings. On the other hand, if the heart is pure, cleansed by the blood of Jesus, the
offerings will also be pure.

Matthew 5:23,24

23 éav oy mpoodépys TO d@pdv cou €ml T BuaiaaTiplov xdxel uvnabiis St 6 ddeddds gou Exel Ti
xata 00U, 24 ddeg exel TO 06pdv gov Eumpochev Tol BuaiaoTyplov, xal Umaye mpddTov dtaAAaynb

TE G0eAdE oov, xal TéTe NG TTpdadepe TO &Py gov.

The odv ties in these verses with what comes before where Jesus makes it clear that the wrong attitude of
the heart, harboring anger against a brother, is every bit as serious a matter as murder. Both make one subject to
the judgment of God.

Note the singular, mpoadepys, making this a very personal word of exhortation addressed to each
individual believer. No particular kind of offering is mentioned, simply ¢ d&pév cov. Any offering brought to
the Buaiaatiprov, the altar of burnt offering, large or small, livestock or grain, would be included. Likewise the

offense isn’t specified. If your brother has i, something, any kind of grievance against you, whether it is your
fault or his, whether it is justified or unjustified, makes no difference. “Anyone who does not love his brother,
whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen” (1 Jn 4:20).

Four imperatives form the apodosis to the protasis of verse 24: Leave (&des) your gift; go (Umaye); be
reconciled (StaAAaynb, aorist passive of dieAldoow); offer (mpéodepe) your gift. Note also the use of mpéitov

and téte, emphasizing the proper temporal sequence. Offerings that come from an unrepentant heart are not
acceptable to God.

Jesus, of course, was not proclaiming a new doctrine here. What is said in these verses is proclaimed
over and over again in the Old Testament, e.g., Samuel’s words to Saul after the battle against the Amalekites:
“Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the voice of the Lord? To obey is
better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams” (1 Sm 15:22).

Summary: One cannot please God with an offering if an unresolved grievance stands between the
believer and another person. To put it positively, offerings that please God are offerings that flow out of a
repentant heart.

Matthew 6:1-4

6 TTpoaéyete [0t] TV dixatoatvyy Uiy wun moteiv Eumpoadey T@v avlpwmwy mpds 16 Bealbijvar

aldTols: €l 08 W) ye, uiobov odx Exete mapa T6 Tatpl V&Y TG év Toig odpavols.



These words, together with the preceding passage, are part of the Sermon on the Mount, in which Jesus
is speaking specifically to believers (cf. Mt 5:1, o pabntai adtol). The fact that he begins with a present

imperative (mpogéyete) serves as a reminder to us of the ongoing efforts of the old man to turn aside or distort
God’s plans for the Christian’s life. The old man will either refuse to do what God wants or do it in a way that
turns a good work into a bad work. A Christian has to be constantly on guard against these Satan-led attempts of
the old man to destroy God’s purpose for his life.

Verse one serves as an introduction to verses 2-18. The NIV translates v dixatoatvyy well as “acts of
righteousness.” Acts of righteousness are not good works, even if done by a Christian, if they are done

gumpoafey Tév avBpwmwy mpds T6 Beabijvar avtois (dative of agent). There is a difference between this verse and
5:16 where Jesus urges, “Let your light shine before men, that they may see (idwawv) your good deeds and praise

your Father in heaven.” The difference is perhaps indicated by the choice of verbs: 6paw, to see, and bedopat, to
view, behold, watch, look at (our “theater”) (cf. Colin Brown, Dictionary of New Testament Theology, Vol. 3,
pp 511, 512), and is certainly indicated by the purpose behind wanting people to see one’s acts of righteousness.
Here Jesus is scoring the attitude of doing good deeds to draw the applause of other people. Deeds that spring
from such a heart will not be accepted by our Father in heaven.

2 “Otav ovv motfjs éAenpoaivny, uy calmicns éumpocbév cov, bamep oi Umoxpital motolioty év Tais
cuvarywyais xal év Tais popals, 6mws dofacbioty e TEY dvlpamwy: duny Aéyw Oulv, améyovaty ToV
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In verses 2—18 Jesus gives three examples of “acts of righteousness,” giving alms (vv 2—4); prayer (vv

5-15); and fasting (vv 16-18). The odv in verse 2 is inferential, “therefore,” “so then.” Note again how Jesus in
verses 2—4 becomes more direct, more personal, as he changes from the second person plural to the singular
form of the verb. He is addressing each believer individually. He assumes that believers will “do alms”

(Eenuoaivyy, mercy, pity, kind deed; then: alms, charitable giving); but he is concerned about the spirit with
which they will give of their material goods to help those less materially blessed than they. They shouldn’t

sound the trumpet, drawing the attention of people to their actions in order to be praised by them (6mwg
introduces a purpose clause). Those who do this receive no further reward than the praise of man (dméyouvaw, a

technical term meaning “to receive [a sum] in full”; Lenski mentions that the amo prefix gives to the verb the
idea of having what is due, Interpretation of St. Matthew’s Gospel, p 251).

The admonition of verse 3 is not to be taken literally, of course, in the sense of keeping one’s right hand
out of view of the left hand, but is rather an addition to the exhortation of verse 2. Not only should one be
careful not to give alms for the purpose of being praised by others; one should be careful not to pat oneself on
the back for the works of charity one does. The works of charity the Lord is pleased with are those he will
mention on the last day, deeds of love which the believer will not even remember having done (Mt 25:34-40).
For a graphic example of just the opposite kind of person, of a horn-blowing giver, recall Jesus’ Parable of the
Pharisee and the Publican in the Temple (Lk 18:9-14). Even the Pharisee’s public “prayer” was self-

congratulatory (mpog éautov mpoanuyeto) as he recited his list of accomplishments to all who would listen.

Let your acts of mercy be in secret, says Jesus (v 4). When one’s alms-giving is done in secret, there will
still be one, Jesus assures his followers, the only one who counts, the Father, who will see them. He will repay.
It will be a reward of grace, of course. The nature and time of the reward are not described.



Summary: Offerings given to be seen by others, offerings given to feed one’s ego, are not pleasing to
God. The offering of the believer which pleases God and will be rewarded by him is the offering which is
intended to be a private matter between him and his God.

Luke 14:12-14
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The setting for these words of Jesus, you will recall, is a meal in the home of a prominent Pharisee to
which Jesus had been invited. It was on this occasion that Jesus observed how the guests took the places of
honor at the table. After addressing the guests, advising them that they should choose the lowest place, for
“everyone who exalts himself will be humbled and he who humbles himself will be exalted” (v 11), Jesus spoke

also (xat) to his host. “Otav introduces a future more vivid conditional sentence. The present imperative in the
apodosis of verse 12 indicates that Jesus is not absolutely forbidding his host to invite as guests into his home
people who might one day invite him back. The point is that this should not be his practice; he should not keep
on inviting into his home for lunch or dinner only those who can repay him with a return invitation.

Rather, verse 13, when he gives a banquet (another future more vivid condition), he should be inviting

(xaAet, another present imperative) people who, either because of their financial or physical condition, will not
have any way to repay him. When you use your material goods in this way, with no thought of getting a return

on them, Jesus says, it will be repaid to you (&vramodofnoetat, future passive of dvtamodidwpur) at the
resurrection of the righteous, when Jesus will remember each expression of unselfish love as a deed done for
him (Mt 25:24-40).

We might look for just a moment at this concept of rewards for giving. We find this referred to several
times in the Gospels. To all believers Jesus makes this promise: “Give, and it will be given to you. A good
measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure
you use, it will be measured to you” (Lk 6:38). Here Jesus appears to be talking about rewards already in this
life.

In connection with the sending out of the Twelve Jesus says: “Anyone who receives a prophet because

he is a prophet (i évopa mpodnTou) will receive a prophet’s reward, and anyone who receives a righteous man
because he is a righteous man (eig dvopa dueaiov) will receive a righteous man’s reward. And if anyone gives
even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones because he is my disciple (gis dvopa pabynrod), | tell you the

truth, he will certainly not lose (o0 uy amoléayn) his reward” (Mt 10:41,42). The exact nature of the reward is not
disclosed. Most likely Jesus is pointing ahead to the day of judgment when all such charitable use of material
goods on the part of believers will be publicly acknowledged (cf. Lk 16:1-9, the Parable of the Unjust Steward,

with its promise that those who use their worldly wealth wisely [bpovipws] will receive a commendation on the
last day).

But there will very likely be more than that. Jesus, in response to Peter’s query, “We have left
everything to follow you! What then will there be for us?” says: “I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things,
when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones,
judging the twelve tribes of Israel. And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother



or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as much and will inherit eternal life” (Mt 19:27—
29).

Two points are important for the study at hand. One is the fact that whatever the wig8és might be, it is a
reward of pure grace. Even if Christians should sacrifice all their material goods for the sake of the kingdom,
they still can only say, “We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty” (Lk 17:10). Secondly, in none
of the passages in the Gospels that talk about rewards are Christians encouraged to give in order to get. A
believer welcomes a spokesman for Jesus and shares his material goods with him simply because he is a
spokesman for Jesus. Peter leaves all to follow Jesus simply because Jesus is the Messiah and his Savior.
Rewards are not payment for services rendered, but are rather a gracious God’s recognition of service done with
no thought of reward when it was undertaken (cf. Lk 6:35, “Love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to

them without expecting to get anything back” [undév ameAmilovre]).

Summary: Giving of our material goods is not pleasing to God if it is done with the purpose of getting
something in return. God does promise a reward, a reward of grace, to the believer who gives, and it is entirely
appropriate for a Christian to cling in faith to this promise. God does not promise a reward, however, to the one
whose giving is selfishly motivated, who gives with the intent of being rewarded for what he has done.

Mark 12:41-44
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It is interesting to note that this incident marks the end of Christ’s public ministry. The eschatological
discourses of Matthew 24 and 25, Mark 13 and Luke 21 that immediately follow are spoken to the apostles on
the Mount of Olives (Mt 24:3). Of equal interest is the immediate context of this incident. Jesus has just
concluded his woes upon the scribes and Pharisees who give tithes of everything but whose hearts are far from
God. Now he points his disciples to an example of God-pleasing stewardship of possessions and by so doing
one last time underscores the interest he has in this subject.

The yalodudxiov (from yale, a Persian word for treasure, and ¢uiaxy, guard) was a trumpet-shaped
receptacle into which offerings could be dropped and safely kept. There were thirteen such receptacles located
in the Women’s Court of the temple, which served a purpose much like the various pockets on some of our

congregations’ offering envelopes today. The use of the imperfects and the present tenses (ébewpet, BaAAet,
€BaArov) produces a very vivid scene.

Note the switch to the aorist ZBaAev in verse 42. In the midst of the many rich people who were putting
much into the offering receptacles was this one poor woman, a widow, who put in two Aemta (literally, “thins™),

the smallest coin in circulation in Palestine. The two lepta were equal to one xodpavtyg, as Mark explains to his
Roman readers, and amounted to /64 of a denarius, a laborer’s average daily wage.

Jesus, master teacher that he is, seized upon this moment to impress yet another truth upon his disciples.
That he considers what he has to say to be of utmost importance is seen by the fact that he calls his disciples

together and then prefaces his words with the solemn formula, Aunv Aéyw dulv (v 43).



The key words in Jesus’ brief statement to his disciples are éx Tol mepioaevovtos (present active

participle of mepiooetw) adTols and éx T¥s VoTepyoews adTiis. The verb mepiooedw has in it the idea of having an
abundance, of having more than enough, of overflowing. A form of the verb is used, for example, in Matthew

14:20 at the conclusion of the Feeding of the Five Thousand. There it means leftovers. “Yaotépyatg, on the other
hand, means need, lack, poverty, which Jesus accentuates with mdvta doa elyev €Balev, Shov tov Blov (here:

livelihood) adTijs.

Even though the amount was large, the rich gave from their overflow, from what was over and above
their needs; the poor widow, giving from her “lack,” gave all that she had, a small amount when measured by
how much it could do for the upkeep of the temple and the support of its workers, but a large amount when
measured by what she had to begin with.

Here again we might digress for a moment and address the subject of giving on the part of people of
some wealth. There are several examples of this in the Gospels that are mentioned in a favorable light. The
Magi from the East were led at length to the house in Bethlehem where the Child was to be found. They opened
up the treasures they had undoubtedly carried with them from their distant home and presented these gifts, these
lavish gifts, to the Child: gold, frankincense and myrrh. Here were expensive gifts from apparently wealthy

people and the King of the Jews accepted them. The reason why is clear. Upon entering the house, mégovteg

mpogexvvyoav avtd, they fell down and worshiped him (Mt 2:11). They acknowledged him as God himself in
human flesh come to be their Savior. In that setting, in that context, they gave their offering as an act of
worship, an outward manifestation of the homage of their hearts.

The Roman centurion of Luke 7:1-10 (also Mt 8:5-13) was apparently a man of some means, for the
elders of the Jews who had come to Jesus requesting his help for the centurion’s servant mentioned that he had

built their synagogue for them. They used the word adtoég for emphasis (v 5). He himself had done that; it was
not a joint enterprise. You will note that Jesus did not in any way censure that action. Why not? The answer is

found at the end of this pericope where Jesus says, Oudt év 16 Topan TooabTyy mioTwv ebpov, not even in Israel
have | found such a faith (v 9). Here was a man of faith, a man who loved the Jewish nation (v 5) because he
had been brought to trust and love the God of the Jews. The generous gift of providing for the building of the
synagogue was a fruit of his faith, not the giving of a leftover, or, for that matter, an attempt to ingratiate
himself with the people of Capernaum.

In Luke 8:1-3 several women, apparently of some means, are mentioned who were serving (dt)xévouv)
Jesus and his disciples “out of their own means” (v 3, éx tév vmapyovTwy adtais, Not éx Tol meptaaedovtog

avTolg, as the rich in the Widow’s Mite account). Jesus accepted these offerings, for he knew why they were

being given. He had shown great mercy to these women by driving evil spirits out of them (v 2). The support

they now gave to Jesus and his disciples was a response of love to his love for them, an act of grateful service.
Zacchaeus (Lk 19:1-10) is another man identified as rich in the Gospels (v 2). For him to say, then, “I

am giving half of my possessions (again tév vmapyovTwy, NOt T@v TepioaeudvTwy) to the poor” (v 8), meant
giving more than a few lepta. Jesus’ response to this statement of Zacchaeus indicates both his approval of
Zacchaeus’ pledge and the reason why he approves it: “Today salvation has come to this house because this
man, too, is a son of Abraham” (v 9). This desire of Zacchaeus to share his material goods so lavishly with
others as well as to make generous restitution to those he has defrauded is a fruit of salvation. The Son of Man
came to seek and to save the lost (v 10). Such a one was Zacchaeus. Made new within, out of the overflow of
his heart his mouth spoke.

We can also draw from this pericope the conclusion that a public announcement of what one is giving is
not always wrong. The Pharisee is condemned for his declaration, “I give a tithe of all that I possess” (Lk 18:12)



while Zacchaeus is commended as he publicly declares that he is going to give away one-half of all that he
possesses. It all depends upon the attitude of the heart.

We might mention also Joseph of Arimathea, another rich man (Mt 27:57) whose generous use of his
material goods is mentioned in all four Gospels (Mt 27:57-61; Mk 15:42-47; Lk 23:50-56; Jn 19:38-42).
Along with Nicodemus (Jn 19:39), he provided loving care for the body of Jesus following his death. That this

action was a fruit of his faith is seen from the way the Gsopel writers describe him. Luke calls him é¢yafés xat

dixatog, like Zacharias and Elizabeth (Lk 1:6). John tells us that he was “a disciple of Jesus, but secretly because
he feared the Jews” (Jn 19:38). But at Calvary his faith overcame his fears. It manifested itself in this offering of
love through which his Savior would have a decent burial.

The gifts of the wealthy can, then, be acts of worship pleasing to our God through which many good
things can be done. At the same time, however, the Gospel writers, through the inclusion of such an account as
the Widow’s Mite, caution us not to underestimate the value of even the smallest of gifts. Already in the Old
Testament the Lord made provisions for poor people to bring him offerings of lesser monetary value but which
nevertheless would be as pleasing to him as the more costly offerings. Mary and Joseph benefited from this
provision of the law at the time of the purification of Mary when they brought a pair of doves or two young
pigeons in place of a year-old lamb and a young pigeon or dove (Lk 2:22-24; compare Lv 12:6,8). Andrew was
taught in a dramatic way the value of even a seemingly insignificant gift. It was Andrew who, the little boy’s
lunch of five small barley loaves and two small fish in hand, asked, “These things—what are they among so
many?” (Jn 6:9). He soon found out.

That how much one gives is not what really counts is also brought out to a certain degree in the Parable
of the Talents (Mt 25:14-30) and of the Minas (Lk 19:12-27), even though, in spite of the fact that talents and
minas are measures of money, the parables are not per se about money. The tertium of both parables is similar:
The Lord expects believers to be faithful in the use of all that he has given to them (including their physical

resources) in the time between the first and second coming of Jesus. The key word in both parables is mwiotds: Be
faithful.

Summary: Human beings might tend to measure the worth of offerings by what they see, but God
measures the worth of offerings by what he sees. To him the amount, whether large or small, is not the
determining factor of the worth of an offering. God looks at the heart. God can use both large and small
offerings to carry out his work. For our part, we want to be faithful stewards, giving to God, not just the
overflow, but a generous portion from what he has given us.

Luke 7:36-50

This account of Jesus’ anointment by an unnamed auaptwlés (not Mary Magdalene, as some maintain),
a prostitute, quite likely, gives us a beautiful example of a properly motivated offering highly commended by
Jesus. The details are familiar. Jesus was invited by a certain Pharisee, Simon by name, to a meal in his home.
The woman, recognized by Simon and probably his guests also as one whose lifestyle left much to be desired,
entered the home, bringing with her an alabaster jar of myrrh. As Jesus was reclining at the table, she stood
behind him weeping and began to wet his feet with her tears. She then began to wipe his feet with her hair, to
cover them with kisses and to anoint them with the myrrh she had been carrying in her alabaster container.

Simon was horrified that one whom people called a prophet would allow such a one to touch him.
Obviously, he must not know who she is and is therefore not truly a prophet.

Jesus, knowing Simon’s thoughts, tells him the little parable about the money lender and the 500 and 50

denarii creditors, both of whose debts he graciously forgave (éxapioato, v. 42). Then he asks Simon, “Now

which of them will love him more?” (v 42). Simon, sensing perhaps what Jesus is leading up to, rather
reluctantly replies, “I suppose the one who had the bigger debt canceled” (v 43). Jesus agrees with Simon’s
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response and then, after contrasting what Simon had failed to do for him with the woman’s lavish display of
love, he says:

47 o0 xdpw, Aéyw gol, ddéwvtar al duaptiar abThis al moddal, 6Tt ydmyoey ToAV: @ 3¢ SAlyov

doletar, GAyov dyamd. 48 elmev 0t adtj, Adéwvral oou ai duaptial.

This verse has been made to say by some exegetes just the opposite of what Jesus intended it to say, as
though Jesus were maintaining that one’s forgiveness is dependent upon one’s acts of love. It is, of course, the

other way around. Both the preceding parable of Jesus and the perfect tense, adéwvtat, make that clear. This is
a word of absolution, making something public that has already taken place. Her sins have been forgiven—this
has already occurred before God in heaven—and they continue to be forgiven. The outward evidence of the fact
that she had already experienced the forgiveness of her sins is to be seen in her acts of devotion, including the
offering of the myrrh with which she anointed Jesus’ feet. Her faith had saved her (v. 38, again a perfect,

ceowxev) as she in repentance appropriated to herself the forgiveness Jesus had come into the world to win for
her. Her love had not saved her but was a beautiful response to the salvation that God had given to her through
Jesus.

Summary: Offerings that please God flow out of a heart that has experienced the cancellation of the most
burdensome debt of all, the debt of sin. The more fully one realizes the magnitude of the debt and along with
that the magnitude of the payment for that debt, the more lavish will be the outpourings of love upon the One
who has made that repayment on our behalf. And such outpourings of love, including such visible
demonstrations of love as the giving of offerings, will not have to be coaxed or coerced. They will be
spontaneous.

Matthew 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; John 12:1-8

This is a second anointing of Jesus. It occurred six days before the Passover (Jn 12:1) in the home of
another Simon, called the leper (Mt 26:6). The one who did the anointing was Mary of Bethany. Martha and
Lazarus were also present (Jn 12:2). Mary also anointed Jesus with myrrh kept in an alabaster container, myrrh

which was Bapitiwov, Matthew says (26:7). Judas, who complained about its being used in this way, figured it
could have brought 300 denarii, a year’s wages, on the market (Mk 14:5).
Jesus’ response, however, makes it clear that he is very much pleased with this “extravagant” gift. He

says that this was a good work (xaAdv €pyov, Mt 26:10). For the poor, he explains, you always have with you,
but me you don’t always have. This, in view of what Jesus says elsewhere about the poor, is not an
encouragement to believers then or now to neglect the poor. Rather, it is a recognition of the fact that Mary had
seized upon an opportunity for service that she would never again have. When she poured that oil upon my

body, Jesus said, she did it mpég, with a view toward, 7o évradiacar (Mt 26:12), my burial (aorist articularized

infinitive of évradidlw).

Did Mary do this knowingly? It would appear quite reasonable to assume that she did. She was the one
who had sat at Jesus’ feet and listened to his word. He had not kept the purpose of his life a secret from his
followers. In fact, he had made it very clear what this final trip to Jerusalem would entail (cf. Mt 16:21; 17:22,
23; 20:17-19). Her love for her Savior, who so soon would be betrayed to the chief priests and the teachers of
the law and be condemned by them, who would then be turned over to the Gentiles to be mocked, flogged and
crucified by them, whose lifeless body would then be put into the grave, moved her to give this lavish offering,
impractical and even wasteful as it may have appeared to others. (All of Jesus’ disciples, not just Judas, called it

an amwieiav, Mt 26:8). It is instructive to note that what others, believers at that, called an ¢rmwaeiav Jesus
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called a xaAov €pyov, since he knew the source of that gift, a heart full of fervent love for her Savior, who would
shortly be giving that very body into death for her.

Summary: Generous gifts that come from a heart warmed by love for a Savior who loved us first and
gave his life for us, no matter how wasteful and extravagant they might appear to others, are a sweet-smelling
aroma to our Lord. Christians need to take care that they do not judge the worth of another’s gifts by what they
would consider to be proper gifts, e.g., the gift of a magnificent stained glass window or a majestic pipe organ
may be every bit as pleasing to our Lord as a gift of scholarships to help needy students, and vice versa.

Matthew 17:24-27

We will look at one more pericope before seeking to pull together the results of this study and to make
some applications to our day.

24 EXévtawv 0t adtdv els Kadapvaody mposiiAbov of didpayua Aapupdvovres w6 IMétpw xal eimav,
‘O o1daoxarog Vv o0 Telel Ta Oldpayua; 25 Aéyet, Nal. xal EA0ovTa eis Ty oixiav mpoédbacey
adTov 6 Inoolic Aéywy, Ti oot doxel, Zipwv; ol Baciels Tis yiic amd Tivwy AayBdvouaty TéAn #
®Fjvoov;amd TV vidy adT@Y ¥ amd TEY dANoTpiwy; 26 eimévTog 0F, Ao TGV dAAOTpiwY, EdY adTH,
6 "Inaols, "Apa ye életfepol elaw ol viol. 27 tva 0& wy oxavoalicwyey adtols, mopeubels eig
Bddacoav Bdde Gyxiotpov xal TV dvaBdvra mpdTov ixBUv dpov, xal dvoiéas to oTéua adTod

evproels atatiipa éxelvov Aafav 0d¢ adtois avti éuol xal ool.

The didpaypa was a religious tax, the amount levied annually on each Jew over the age of twenty. It was

used to support the temple worship (cf. Ex 30:11-16). The collectors of the didpayua wondered whether Jesus
considered himself to be exempt from giving this offering. Peter responds that Jesus did in fact participate in it.

Back in the house, Jesus knew that Peter was thinking about this exchange; so he used it as a teaching
opportunity: “What do you think, Simon?” he asks. “The kings of the earth, from whom do they receive
customs and tax, from their own sons or from strangers?” Obviously, they wouldn’t tax their own family
members. Taxes come from “strangers,” from their subjects or perhaps from nations whom they have
conquered.

Now Jesus’ point: "Apa ye (so then, consequently—cf. Ro 10:17), “the sons are free.” He is the Son of
the One whose house the temple is; he is therefore exempt. Peter also, it appears, is exempt since in the next

verse (v. 27) the first person plural is used (iva 0¢ w) oxavdaicwuey adtols). Peter, through his connection with
Jesus, is also a son and therefore not under a legal compulsion to pay the temple tax.

It appears that we have here a situation similar to those times when Jesus made it clear to his disciples
that he was “Lord of the Sabbath” (cf. Mt 12:1-8). They were still under the Sabbath law, but that was to
change. Here, too, they were still under the laws that required certain offerings for the Lord’s work; but that too
would change. Like so many statements of Jesus in his ministry, the full significance of this one, too, “so then,
the sons are free,” probably didn’t become apparent to Peter and the other apostles until after Christ’s
resurrection. In one more way Jesus here prepares his disciples for that time, so soon in the future, that they
would no longer be under law but under grace (Ro 6:14).

Summary: Jesus already in his lifetime is pointing to the removal of giving from the realm of the law.
We today, therefore, need to be careful that we do not put it back under the law. We will want to treat giving as
that which flows out of the gospel, the natural, spontaneous, grateful response of love to the forgiveness of sins,
to the message of the cross and the empty tomb.
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Conclusions

It is quite clear from the above examples that the bottom line of the stewardship of possessions is proper
motivation. One can give much; one can give little. One’s offerings can be in secret; one’s offerings can be
announced publicly. One’s offerings can be unrewarded in this life; one’s offerings can be rewarded in this life.
One’s offerings can be extravagant, even unreasonable, in the eyes of others; one’s offerings can be very
practical, sensible in the eyes of others. What counts is the attitude of the heart.

This, of course, is nothing new. David says to the Lord; “You do not delight in sacrifice, or | would
bring it; you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and
contrite heart, O God, you will not despise” (Ps 51:16, 17). Nothing that the Christian does is right if the
motivation is wrong.

Since everything we do, including the giving of offerings, has some sort of motivation behind it, the
question is: What is our motivation? In view of the repeated admonitions Jesus gives to his disciples regarding
the use and misuse of possessions, it would be an oversimplification to maintain that Christians, simply because
they are Christians, will always be properly motivated. Christians in this life are simultaneously saint and
sinner, new man and old man.

The new man rejoices to give offerings for the Lord’s work and does so with proper motivation, out of
gratitude for the forgiveness of sins won by Jesus. The new man also gladly listens to God’s Word as it provides
guidance on how to give (as found especially in the Epistles), and he rejoices to hear of opportunities for giving.
But at the same time the Christian must continue to battle the old man who either refuses to part with his money
or parts with it only when spurred on by motivations not in harmony with the gospel, e.g., guilt, duty, pride,
loyalty to an organization, promise of recognition or prospect of gain.

In view of this new man-old man tension in every Christian, it would appear that two things are in order:
First, ongoing preaching of repentance and remission of sins—in the area of stewardship of possessions also—
that the old man in us might die with all sins and evil lusts and the new man might daily come forth and arise
and live before God in righteousness and purity. As law and gospel are used to prune the branches and keep
them attached securely to the Vine, luscious fruit will appear—including the spontaneous, grateful giving of
one’s possessions to the Lord’s work (cf. Jn 15:1-5). This will be the Lord’s doing entirely, as Jesus brings out
in his parable of the Seed Growing of Itself (Mk 4:26-9). We plant the seed; God does the rest. The ground

produces fruit adtopaty, of itself, acting without the instigation or intervention of another (cf. its only other NT
use: Ac 12:10, of the gate that opened for Peter of its own accord). God has put into the seed of the Word all the
power needed to produce true fruits of faith, including properly motivated stewardship of possessions.

Secondly, in recognition that the old man still exists in every Christian, great care should be taken that
we do not inadvertently address our stewardship appeals to the old man. It is true, of course, that only God
knows what is in the heart of any giver. We have no ability, and no right, to judge motives. But we do have the
responsibility to structure stewardship messages and programs in such a way that, so far as it lies within our
ability, they appeal to the new man and not the old.

Solid law/gospel preaching and teaching that produces repentant, believing, loving hearts, coupled with
sound and ongoing guidance on stewardship from the Word, which the new man rejoices to hear and put into
practice—this is most in keeping with the teaching of the Gospels on the stewardship of possessions.



