
Year B Proper 32 
 
1 Kings 17: 8-16 
Hebrews 9: 24-28 
Mark 12: 38-44 
 
 
 
Giving and receiving 
 
Today’s readings seem to have the themes of giving and receiving, in one way 
or another.  
 
I am going to focus on our gospel reading from Mark.  
 
As I have said before, when we read a small section of the Bible – technically 
called a ‘pericope’, we are in danger of misunderstanding that reading. We can 
be reading it as if it was meant to be a stand-alone piece of writing, and it isn’t 
always possible to comprehend its message out of context. 
 
For us to fully understand the text we have read this morning we need to know 
what was going on immediately prior to the text we heard.   
 
In the preceding verses Mark had shown that the teachers of the Jewish law 
(Scribes) had yet to grasp the full understanding of the role of the Messiah. In 
the first three verses, 38-40, of today’s reading Jesus continues to criticise the 
scribes. Specifically, Jesus criticises the scribes as a group for abusing their 
respected position in Jewish society.  
 
The scribes felt so self-important that they naturally expected people to show 
them deference. In their defence, it would have been quite easy to fall into this 
way of thinking and living. It appears that scribes were not allowed to ask for 
pay for their expertise so had to either have some other job or be financially or 
materially supported by the faithful. Their great learning earned them respect 
among the Jews, and for some the temptation was clearly too great and they 
lost all sense of humility. They expected deference and privileged treatment 
wherever they went.  
 
The behaviour of the scribes who succumbed to this temptation meant that 
their behaviour was at great odds to the devotion to the Law of God that they 



were supposed to represent. The honour they received became more 
important to them than the honour due to God.  
 
The irony is that the Law the scribes were reading and advising the faithful of 
Israel contains warnings against exactly that the sort of abuse. 
 
In the following verse Jesus declares that the scribes devour widow’s houses. 
We can surmise that Jesus is critical of the Scribes being financially supported 
or living in houses of devout people who felt an obligation to support a scribe 
as a representative of God’s Law. Jesus clearly knew that some of the scribes 
were taking advantage of the devout, well beyond what was required for their 
roles as teachers of God’s law. 
 
Jesus isn’t tarring all scribes with the same brush. He was critical of some 
scribes; critical that they fell to the temptation. We should also bear in mind 
that some of scribes who condemned Jesus were people who did not deserve 
the honour and deference they received, and it is highly likely that their 
rejection of Jesus was, in part at least, by the threat to their favoured place in 
Jewish society.  
 
In the next section we get the well-known story of the poor widow. It provides 
such a contrast. The Scribes are focused on the advantages they can receive 
from their position. The widow, on the other hand, was a faithful woman, a 
pious, prayerful woman, who had absolutely no social standing in that society.  
 
The widow gave all she had. She gave it simply, without any show. The widow 
exemplifies the complete devotion and commitment to God. She was one of 
the ‘last’ Jesus talks about, who will be ‘first’. The woman’s simplicity and 
poverty is in stark contrast to the rich who put large sums into the Treasury 
and do so in ostentatious ways, to attract the most attention to their 
generosity. Without a great knowledge of maths we know that the woman 
gave 100% of her money whereas the rich gave a very small proportion of their 
wealth. 
 
When I started writing this sermon I thought I knew how I wanted to develop 
my line of thought, but as so often happens, as I write I am prompted to 
explore different themes, especially as we are impacted by national or world 
events.  
 



The first half of today’s gospel reading does emphasise privilege, it emphasises 
as sense of favoured treatment, entitlement, and expected deference. Jesus 
showed how the temptation was too great for some of the scribes, and despite 
teaching the law, they no longer followed its precepts, and their teaching could 
also become corrupted as a consequence. 
 
Given the events in Westminster this last week, this section of the gospel 
reading is a timely reminder of the need for checks and balances in our 
systems of governance. 
 
We all know that human nature is such that too much deference, too much 
assigning privileged status to specific role-holders can lead to corruption.  
 
The church has been equally found wanting in its long history; too much 
deference led to no-one challenging abusive priests, with some priests 
believing they were above and beyond the law. 
 
We all need to be accountable, to both humans and to God. As I may have 
mentioned before, one of the rules of the Iona Community is to be 
accountable to each other for our keeping of the Iona Community’s Rule of 
Life. It is a good discipline for me to have, because otherwise I can quite easily 
persuade myself that I am following the rule when in fact I may not be. 
Knowing that I will sit with trusted fellow members and have to set out how I 
have kept the rule and am accountable to them, is a good way of staying on 
the right path, of maintaining the promise that I make each year when I renew 
my membership. 
 
As a priest, it is also important to be accountable. Within our church structures 
I make good use of the Rector’s Warden and the People’s Warden for this. We 
meet and discuss the shape of my ministry, how it meets the needs of the 
congregation, the vision we have for the direction of the church community 
and how we reach out to those in our wider community. It is not a perfect 
system, but it does help to discuss these matters with people I trust and value, 
who are there to be critical friends, not people who show deference to their 
Rector. 
 
In the second part of our reading, it is often a time when Church Treasurers get 
really excited, hoping it will be a good platform for leading a Stewardship 
campaign. I am sorry to disappoint Richard, As I won’t be using this sermon as 
an opportunity to exhort you to empty your last remaining pounds and pennies 



from your bank accounts in to the church’s bank account. The story of the poor 
widow was illustrative for an important lesson about whole-hearted 
commitment and love of God. To use it to shame people or heap feelings of 
guilt would be an abuse of the preacher’s role. 
 
Having said that, I think it does have a lesson for us in giving. Again, in the Iona 
Community, one of the liturgies has the following line, ‘May we not give 
something that costs us nothing’. 
I’ll repeat that, ‘May we not give something that costs us nothing’. 
This is a paraphrase of 2 Samuel 24:24:  

‘I will not offer anything that costs me nothing’. 
 
This phrase speaks of a type of sacrificial giving; a proportionate giving that is 
not so small as to have no impact on the choices we make in how we use the 
resources we have at our disposal, but not so great that it costs us everything. 
For each of us, we have to prayerfully consider what that giving looks like, 
based on our own financial position and what we may feel is the level of 
sacrifice we wish to make in our lives to support our church. 
 
The reading from Hebrews today makes clear that the author saw that when 
we make a sacrifice we return something to God, and that all that we have is 
not actually ours but belongs to God. The prayer we all say at the Offertory 
also underlines this. It says, 

‘All things come from you, and of your own we give you’. 
    
I have explored the dangers of being on the receiving end of deference and 
favour, of the corrupting influence it can have on any one of us, and the need 
for good robust checks and balances in our lives as a nation and as individuals. 
I have also briefly explored the notion of giving, of what of God’s bounty and 
favour we feel able to give back to God. We are not asked to give our last 
penny, like in the example of the widow, but it does challenge us to reflect on 
our commitment to our faith, and to prayerfully reflect on what we are willing 
to sacrifice for our faith, knowing that all we give sacrificially is returning 
something to God.  
‘All things come from you, and of your own we give you.’ 
 
I ask you to reflect on what you may give to God. Stewardship is more than 
about money. It is about the continuation of our church from generation to 
generation; of inviting people into church, of communicating the love of God 
to our neighbours, of being light to those around us who live in darkness, as 



well as helping to keep this church as a witness to faith in Penicuik. I’m not 
going to appeal for funds for a private jet like some American televangelists do, 
or even a priest’s bicycle, but I will appeal for you to prayerfully reflect on your 
commitment to our faith and our church and how that is manifested in your 
life. 
And hold in your mind the verse form 2 Samuel 24 verse 24, 
 

   ‘I will not offer anything that costs me nothing’. 
   
 
  


