November 18, 2007
2 Thessalonians 3:6-13; Luke 21:1-19

Sermon: “Are We Tough Enough?” Rev. Bob Jack
Text:* By your endurance you wil

It was the genius of Jesus’ teaching that he touched upon
every aspect of our lives, from least to greatest, and said that if you
claim to be his follower there can be no corner of your life —
nowhere— that is not totally surrendered to him. And so we find
him this morning nearing the end of his earthly ministry, and
teaching his disciples about the destruction of the Jerusalem
Temple and the end of time. But first, he points to a lowly widow
as she places her offering in the collection plate during worship.

Jesus was probably very weary from all the debates he’d
been having with the Pharisees and Sadduccees. He took a seat
along the outer wall of the Temple, just as we have seats along the
side of the sanctuary, hoping for a moment’s respite from the

hectic pace that he was keeping up. When he looked up and saw

the rich people parading past him in their finery and their glamour,



dropping a few coins in the offering plate, he was distressed that
they gave so little out of their great abundance.

But this widow, who gave only two small coins — she gave all
that she had! And Jesus liked that!

Jesus could always tell when there was a great point to be
made, even in the smallest of circumstances, and so he pounced on
this observation as a lesson for his disciples on life in the kingdom
of God. It matters not a wit to God, he said, how much you have
but only how much you givéAnd I'm not talking only about
money, here. | mean (and | think this is what Jesus’ means) your
life, your livelihood, your love and your longings. The whole
enchilada

It’s all about the spirit in which you give back to God. If your
giving is unwillingly extracted from you, or if it is given with a
grudge, or offered for the sake of prestige or self-advancement,
obviously it means less to God than if it is given out of gratitude
for what God has already done for you. The only real and true gift

you can give is the natural out flowing of a loving heart; a gift that



IS given because you simply can’t help giving back what you feel
you owe.

And here’s where I’'m going to step out on a limb, but I feel
the Spirit leading me to say it, anyway: If you do not feel that
sense of connection with God because your heart has been warmed
by the knowledge that Jesus is your Savior — if you can’t say that
you’ve been touched by the Holy Spirit of God, and made a child
of God by his special grace — then you have my permission not to
give a thing! Not a penny. (But please speak to me about these
things before you leave the church this morning).

And of course, any gift in support of God’s church ought to
hurt. It ought to be a sacrifice. It doesn’t matter the dollar amount.
Doesn’t matter how much you can give. Some can afford much
greater sums than others. But no matter how much you give, it
ought to sting when you write that check. It ought to hurt.
Otherwise, you’re not giving enough.

You see, there were 13 boxes with brass trumpet-shaped

openings, narrow at the top, wider at the bottom, where



worshippers could give. Since there was no paper money, you
could hear the sound of the coins clinking all the way down those
brass boxes. The gifts of the rich would have made a heck of a
racket — CLINK, CLINK, CLINK...

Then this poor widow came up to throw in her mite — her
“lepta” which literally means “peal” because it was such a thin
coin. It would’ve hardly made any noise going down the Shute.
Maybe: «t i nNo bne would’ve noticed her giving such a small
amount. But Jesus noticed.

The gifts of the rich, as Jesus saw them — those gifts really
didn’t cost them much. But they did make lots of noise. And they
did provide them with wonderful photo opportunities to brag about
how generous they were.

The widow, on the other hand, threw in all she could afford.

The rich no doubt had calculated down to the smallest coin
just what they would give for the sake of dramatic effect. The
widow gave with utter recklessness and sheer generosity until she

could give no more.



My friends, giving does not begin until it hurts; until it causes
you to make a critical choice between the church and some other
bauble or trinket that you’ve set your eye on and that you think you
can’t live without. A gift only shows our love for Jesus when
we’ve had to do without something else, or when we’ve had to
work doubly hard in order to give it.

Back in the 1980s, Lee lacocca chaired the fundraising effort
to restore the Statue of Liberty. He told about some of the unusual
gifts and givers of that campaign. One woman in her eighties sent a
letter and a check for $10,000. She added a P.S. to her letter asking
for a free copy of Iacocca’s book because there was a two-month
wait at her local library. Iacocca said, “Now there’s a woman after
my own heart. She’ll give ten grand for the statue, but she isn’t
about to go to the store and spend twenty bucks just to read about
some Italian kid’s ups and downs in the car business. Talk about
having your priorities straight!”

Probably the most touching gift, he said, came from 78

homeless Vietnamese refugees, living in a camp somewhere in



Thailand. They passed the hat and came up with $114. They were
people who had lost everything but hope. They were willing to
give what little they had for that great symbol of freedom!

Jesus is then led from the lesson of the widow to an
observation on the destruction of the Temple. The Jerusalem
Temple was the seat of worship for every practicing Jew. It was to
this Temple that all Jews were encouraged to make a pilgrimage at
least once in their life. It was a magnificent structure, rebuilt by
King Herod the Great to reflect his appreciation for all things
Roman, and so it included long, large columns of fine white
marble, and burnishings of gold taller than a man. Josephus the
Jewish historian describes the Temple in his account of the Roman
War: “The outward face of the Temple in its front lacked nothing
that would either surprise men’s minds or their eyes, for it was
covered all over with plates of gold of great weight, and, at the first
rising of the sun, reflected back a fiery splendor, and made those
who forced themselves to look on it turn their eyes away, just as

they would do at the sun’s own rays. [From a distance it looked]



like a mountain covered with snow, for those parts that were not

gilded over with gold were exceedingly bright, white marble.”

The Jerusalem Temple was truly an impressive structure.

But Jesus was not impressed. Oh, he appreciated the Temple
for what it meant to Jewish religion, but he could not condone
what it had become because of that same religion. And so he
predicted its destruction. “The days will come,” he said, “when not
one stone will be left upon another; all will be thrown down.”

To understand how Jesus could make such a tragic
prediction, you need to know three things that would have been in
his way of thinking. The first is The Day of the LordThe day of
the Lord. The Jews believed that the present age — the age in which
you and I now live — would one day pass away through a time of
cosmic destruction and upheaval. The Day of the Lord would usher
in a new age, a time of God’s rule and Jewish triumph. But first,
great destruction: “Behold, the day of the Lord comes, cruel, with

wrath and fierce anger, to make the world a desolation and to



destroy sinners from it.” That’s how the prophet Isaiah described
it.

It would come suddenly. “The Day of the Lord comes as a
thief in the night.” And then great destruction. Everyone in Jesus’
day would have recognized these terrible ideas.

And then Jesus would have had in mind the fall of Jerusalem.
Jerusalem fell to Roman armies in 70 A.D., less than a generation
after his death on the Cross. The Romans, in a fit of rage, leveled
the Temple and tore down much of the rest of the city. Once again,
Josephus the Historian says that the unbelievable number of
1,100,000 citizens died in that fight, and 97,000 more Jews were
carried away into captivity.

And finally, Jesus would have had in mind his Second
Coming Jesus was sure that he would come again. The early
Christians waited anxiously for his return. You and I, and all
Christians everywhere, hope for his return whenever we gather for
worship, whenever we affirm the great mystery of our faith:

CHRIST has died, CHRIST is risen, CHRIST will come again.



In the NT, the passages concerning The Second Coming are
often attached to those that speak about the coming Day of the
Lord. Both are seen as something very wonderful, and yet very
terrible, because destruction comes with deliverance. Jesus never
backed away from telling the truth. He knew that people were
gonna have to suffer for his sake in the days and years and
centuries to come,

His words come to each of us today, and they ask, “Are we
tough enough?” Can we endure hardship, sorrow, and grief, in the
name of our Lord?

Jesus adds a word of resolve that each of us should remember
and take to heart. He says, “But not one hair of your head will
perish. By your endurance you will gain (or win) your souls.”

There’s lots of talk about being tough these days, right? I
mean, it’s not enough for our trucks to be tough, they have to be
“Ford Tough.” And it’s not enough for our young people to be
strong, they have to be “Army Strong.” Well, the Bible is saying

that it’s not enough for you and me to be tough and strong in this



thing we call faith. We have to be “Jesus Strong” and “Jesus
Tough.” And that means that we have to rely on God for
everything in life. And trust that God will not let us fall away.

Presbyterians have called this “the Doctrine of the
Perseverance of the Saints.” Others call it “Eternal Security” or
simply “Blessed Assurance.” It simply means that when we trust in
God for everything, according to his promises, he gives us the
strength to persevere in the faith until the day we die — and nothing
can be taken from us.

Each of us is like that little girl who lost both her parents in a
car wreck. First, she is shuttled back and forth from one aunt and
uncle to the next, but none of those arrangements works. Then she
is farmed out in the foster care system, and bounced from one
strange family to the next, with disastrous consequences. Each
time she moves, she loses a little more of herself in the process,
and becomes withdrawn and anti-social, and her counselors fear

for her mental health.
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Finally, a loving couple take her in and give her all the
acceptance she has ever needed, with two caring parents, a room
and a bed all her own, and enough things to keep her busy. Finally,
they adopt her as one of their own, and the little girl begins to
blossom. She makes friends, she does well at school, she is a
different child. Why? Because she has found acceptance. She has
been given hope. She becomes a good person because someone has
loved her and shown her how to be good.

So it is with you and me. The Bible says we are adoptedas
God’s children. And once God adopts us, he will never unadoptus.
We have a sense of security. Now we can get on with the business
of growing in the Christian faith. Now, living the Christian life
becomes something we want to do, not something we have to do to
win God’s favor and acceptance.

Endurance is given to us in this life — perseverance — not
when we run and flee from adversity, but when we accept the risks
of our calling as Christians, step out on faith, and stand up for what

is right. “Brothers and sisters,” the apostle Paul admonishes, “Do
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not be weary in doing what is right.” Do not flag in your zeal. Do
not give up hope.

Jesus invites us into the true desire of hope for all the world.
Be warned, Paul says, there will be places in your Christian
journey where you will need to look doubly hard to find hope in
the midst of weariness. Do not be weary in doing what is right.
Like the athlete who falls to the ground, struggle with all your
might to get up and finish the race. This means that you will
sometimes have to pray without words, and do good without the
promise of reward.

Just have hope. Just be tough.

With God’s help, just be tough.

12



