
Sermon for 10.15.17 “Giving Freely and Sacrificially” Faith Lutheran Church 

 

Texts: Philippians 2:4-15, 2 Corinthians 8:1-9, Mark 12:38-44    
 

 Our responsive reading this morning was taken from the letter to the Philippians and the 

part we read together—at least most of it—is believed to have been a part of one of the earliest 

Christian hymns.  It’s about this man Jesus who these people had the audacity to call the Son of 

God.  And in this hymn they wrestled with what it must have meant for this God to have laid 

aside all the trappings of his divinity and take on a mortal nature.  And not just any mortal 

nature—for one might imagine that taking on a life of royalty and wealth would at least be of 

some consolation—but instead this Son of God took on the form of a humble slave—the furthest 

thing from a king.  And that idea of him as a slave is not too far a stretch since he did indeed give 

his life for others.  He gave every moment of his life for us, and he also endured that cruel and 

humiliating death for us. 

 That’s the sacrifice they attributed to Jesus... something that is almost beyond our 

imaginations.  But that’s what Paul calls us to embrace as well—maybe not the specific details of 

his life and his death and his sacrifice—because that’s beyond us, and that’s already been done 

for us.  But he calls us to take on the mind of Christ.  He wants us to grasp the love that he had 

and the compassion and—at least—the spirit of his sacrificial nature. 

 And I hardly know where to start on this because the idea of sacrifice is such an alien 

concept for most of us.  We give from our surplus, from our excess; we give that which we can 

easily do without... and truth be told sometimes we’re pretty reluctant to give even that.  We 

don’t live in a culture that really knows sacrifice as such.  In Jesus’ times a sacrifice was what 

you brought to the temple to offer to God.  There were all sorts of sacrifices you might make: a 

sacrifice of the first fruits of your harvest, a sacrifice to accompany vows you were making, a 

sacrifice to atone for a wrong you had committed, a sacrifice to mark your thankfulness for 

something; all sorts and varieties of sacrifices.   

 But whatever the sacrifice, the main idea was that you brought something that you greatly 

valued—it was considered wrong to bring something of lesser value—and you killed it, or 

burned it, or poured it out, or gave it away.  What had been yours was turned into a heap of ash 

and a wisp of smoke, or it was offered to the priests for their own use, or it was left in a pile or a 

puddle on an altar as a way of saying, “there you go God, you gave it to me, but I release it.  You 

gave it to me and I loved it, but not so much that I couldn’t let it go and give it back to you.  You 

gave it to me, but I choose to place my trust in the giver and not what was once given.  Take it—

it’s my sacrifice to you.” 

 Mark Allan Powell points out that, in a way, our equivalent might be if we were to collect 

cash some Sunday morning—imagine a pile of twenty dollar bills in our offering plates—and 

bring them to the altar and dump them out, douse them with lighter fluid and set them ablaze, 

and then just rejoice in the Lord as we watch the smoke rise to God.  The purpose wasn’t so 

much to help our neighbors, it wasn’t to keep the church running, it wasn’t to pay the rent for the 

building... it was to be a sacrifice.  The purpose was to let it go, give it back to God, proclaim our 

reliance on God alone, our confidence that our God—who was good to us yesterday—will be 

good to us today and tomorrow as well. 

 So what would you think of that?  My guess is that you’d think I’d finally gone round the 

bend.  And I truly get that.  There seem to be much better things we can do with our resources 

than just burning them—which we see as a waste.  We can share them with others.  And I think 

that in a lot of ways that’s a better thing to do with them... But there is this problem: sometimes 

when we do this we think of our giving more in terms of who’s benefitting from the gifts we give 

rather than the simple act of sacrificing.  Maybe that seems like kind of a minor thing... but I 
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think there’s something to be gained in reclaiming the idea of sacrificial giving.  I think there’s 

something to be gained by simply focusing on the idea that we give because God is; we give 

because God gives, we give because we have placed every bit of our faith in God’s continuing 

love and goodness and mercy. 

 I wonder if that make any sense?  I guess I want to be very clear that I’m not at all 

advocating that we burn our money instead of using it to the benefit of the ministries of the 

church and the needy in our world.  I just want us to be able to separate those two strands of 

thought.  I want us to understand that the primary function of our giving is as a sacrifice to our 

God... and I want us to grasp that the fact that we put the funds we’ve sacrificed to the best uses 

we can is our attempt to be honest and compassionate and responsible with the sacrifice we’ve 

made. 

 In the Bible there are all these laws and traditions that talk about sacrifice and offerings.  

I’m sure you’ve heard about tithing—a tithe is simply a tenth part of something—and in some 

churches tithing is an expectation; almost the law.  But I don’t think the Bible pushes the idea of 

offering a tenth of our income so much as a law as it offers it as a guideline.  Really, there’s a lot 

in the Bible that focuses less on how much we give than how we are give it.  The overarching 

idea seems to be that we are to give freely and joyfully out of grateful hearts.  It’s not about 

everybody having to give a tenth—it’s much more about people giving generously from the right 

motives. 

 The stories in the Bible clearly teach that what may be sacrificial giving to one person 

may be nothing to the next.  Our story of the widow giving her penny makes it clear that Jesus 

noted that some people could give a much larger gift without it being anything nearly as 

sacrificial as the seemingly small gift that widow gave. And that makes me wonder if the idea of 

sacrificial giving might be that it’s sacrificial to us; I guess another way to say that is that we 

don’t necessarily look to the tax charts to see what fraction of our income we “owe” to God or 

the church, but we sense it when our gift puts a pinch on our lives. 

 I knew a woman back in Alaska who embraced this idea of sacrificial giving.  Her story 

goes something like this: she was single, well-educated; a woman of faith who had a good job, 

and she wanted to live out her dedication to God in intentional ways.  So she decided to live by a 

set of rules that she freely embraced, and one of them was that she’d give sacrificially.  For her 

this meant she’d give a tenth of her income to the church... but that was only the start.  On top of 

that she gave very significant amounts to people who had medical bills, people who needed help 

with college tuition, people who might just need a car to get to work.  And she never spoke of 

this—I was only let into her confidence through an unusual set of circumstances. 

 And she didn’t really have a defined amount that she’d give each month; instead she’d 

give until she really felt the pinch... and a little bit thereafter.  She’d give in such a way that she 

had to forego things she wanted but didn’t really need: that vacation, new furniture, a newer car 

for herself.  She gave in a way that kept her living fully aware that God was her provider and she 

had to trust in God to make it herself.  She gave in a way that helped her maintain her focus on 

what was really most important to her: God rather than wealth; people rather than things. 

 Now I totally get that not all of us can do this—not all of us can even tithe—it’s just not 

realistic for everyone; but I do think we might all benefit from thinking of what our lives, and the 

lives of others, might be like if we crept a bit closer to this ideal of freely giving—maybe even 

giving sacrificially—for the love of God and the sake of our brothers and sisters.  Amen  


