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As for me, I am already being poured out as a libation, and the time of my 

departure has come. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have 

kept the faith. From now on there is reserved for me the crown of righteousness, 

which the Lord, the righteous judge, will give me on that day, and not only to me 

but also to all who have longed for his appearing. (2 Timothy 4:6–8) 

   

He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were 

righteous and regarded others with contempt: “Two men went up to the temple to 

pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, standing by 

himself, was praying thus, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people: 

thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I 

give a tenth of all my income.’ But the tax collector, standing far off, would not 

even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful 

to me, a sinner!’ I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than 

the other; for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble 

themselves will be exalted.” (Luke 18:9–14) 

 

  

 

The local office of a charitable organization was raising funds. They were going over a list of 

potential donors and recognized that one man with great means was making donations to 

absolutely nothing. That’s when the fund-raising organization decided to approach this man. 

  

“Our research,” said the fund-raising representative, “shows that your income is close to 

$3,000,000 a year, and yet you give none of your income to the community or any charitable 

causes. Sir, could you not help a worthy cause such as ours?”  

  

The wealthy man mulled this over for a moment and then replied, “First, did your research also 

show that my mother is dying after a long illness, and needs to take rare, expensive medicines 

that cost several times the income that she has?” Embarrassed, the fund-raiser mumbled, “Um... 

No, it did not.” “Or that my brother, a disabled veteran, is blind and confined to a wheelchair?” 

The stricken fund-raiser began to stammer out an apology but was interrupted with, “Or that my 

sister’s husband died in a traffic accident,” the man’s voice rose in indignation, “leaving her 

penniless with three children?” The humiliated fund-raiser, embarrassed, beaten, said simply, 

“I’m so sorry. I had no idea!”  
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Rolling now into the culmination of his argument, the man said, “And if I don’t give them a 

penny, why should I give any to you?”  

 

Figure this one out for me: I recently read an article that pointed to the fact that the greatest 

percentage of charitable giving is done by the people of Mississippi, the poorest state per capita 

in the United States. And that Connecticut, the second highest per capita income state, ranks 

dead last in charitable giving. Is there anyone out there who can make sense of this?  

  

Why should we give at all? Apart from the fact that generosity is indicative of spiritual health 

and balance in our lives, that giving reminds us that we are not isolated islands in life but part of 

a community to which we have a responsibility, that people who give generously actually live 

longer and healthier lives, and that charitable giving has many tax benefits. Apart from all of 

these, why should we give?  

  

In my life, there’s really only one reason: giving is a joy that springs from a grateful heart. Oh, 

we can find innumerable reasons why we shouldn’t give, as the story of that miser illustrates. 

And we can find countless other reasons why we think we should give. One of the most frequent 

reasons for giving is found in our Gospel reading today – and Jesus tells us it’s the wrong reason.  

  

Jesus tells a story of two men. The first man seems so laudable. He is good and righteous and 

tithes and fasts and keeps the law – and he thanks God he’s not like those sinners. What’s wrong 

with that? He’s what we think of as a “good man”! The other man does one of the most despised 

things a Jew could do in that time: he collects taxes for the hated Romans. He knows that he’s 

completely unworthy, he’s ashamed even to lift his head up to God, and he beats his chest. He’s 

a sinner, he’s unworthy, and he knows it. And which one does Jesus commend to us? The 

righteous man or the tax collector? We heard it: the sinful tax collector is “justified,” he’s the one 

called “right with God.” For those who praise themselves for their righteousness will be 

humbled, and those who know the depth of their need will be exalted.  

  

Why should we give? We should not give in order to be considered more deserving than others 

before God. God-approved giving comes when we know the depth of our need before God, 

discovering that God still loves us and in gratitude we offer our very best to God. The first man 

in Christ’s story is contentedly proud, and he’s bragging. He just thinks he’s righteous, 

deserving. So his tithe, really, is just a minimal “tip” to God. The second man, a sinner who 

knows his unworthiness, approaches God in abject humility. And Jesus says he is righteous in 

the judgment of God.  

  

Look at the Apostle Paul. Paul is so grateful for what Christ has done for him he determined to 

pour out his life as a libation. What’s a “libation”? It is a drink that is poured out as an offering to 

God. That’s how Paul saw his life. Remember, Paul said no one was more righteous than he. He 

kept all the Law, was a righteous Pharisee, knew Hebrew, was circumcised – and he bragged 

about it just like the righteous man in Christ’s story. And the risen Christ knocked Paul on his 

keister. Humbled him. Made him see that he is righteous only by God’s gracious love, not by his 

self-righteousness.  

  



 

3 

 

Understand what Paul is saying. Paul’s entire life is flowing out as an holy offering to God. Not 

the 1.5% many Christians give toward God. Not the 10% most of us consider extremely 

generous. His entire life. Paul came to understand he was completely undeserving. And for him – 

and for us – that’s when true gratitude is born.  

  

Early next week our Estimate of Giving cards will arrive at our houses. When many of us fill 

them out, will we try to give just enough to think we’ve done enough? I wonder. Will we try to 

be “righteous” in a minimalist sort of way? We might try to be just “righteous enough,” rather 

like the proud man in Christ’s story.  

  

But Christ himself challenges our understanding of what righteousness is. There’s this righteous 

man, and he’s telling everyone how good he is, how he keeps the law and is so decent, not like 

those sinners. And he gives a tithe. Ten percent. And Christ says that he is not righteous in the 

sight of God. He’s all too proud of what he does. 

  

In contrast, a terrible sinner who realizes how unworthy he is before God is the one approved, 

considered “right” before God. He is like Paul, who considers all of his achievements as skubala. 

Remember the fun we had with that wonderful Greek word a while back? Ask Ed Pappas. He’ll 

give you the uncensored translation of Paul’s word! Skubala is utter waste.  

  

So Paul comes to see that all of his personal righteousness is worthless. And that’s when he 

finally gives himself unreservedly to God. Without worrying about what he’s losing, Paul 

considers it all as gain for his soul. God’s holy love comes upon us, and in gratitude and 

thanksgiving we give ourselves to God. Our lives become a “libation,” a holy offering to God, 

poured out in thanksgiving and joy. God wants people to give because they’re grateful, they’re 

glad. God wants people to give because they’re joyful.  

  

Joyful gratitude is why Christians give. Knowing that all goodness we have is from God, that 

everything in our life is a gift, that we have been blessed beyond deserving – thanks be to God! 

That’s why we give.  

  

When Jimmy Carter ran for the Presidency back in the 1970s, his autobiography, Why Not the 

Best?, caught the attention of the American public. The theme of that book was simple and 

direct. “We cannot afford,” he wrote, “to waste the talents and abilities that God has given (us).” 

  

In the book, Carter tells a story that is familiar to many of you.  

 

I had applied for the nuclear submarine program, and Admiral Rickover was 

interviewing me for the job. We sat in a large room by ourselves for more than 

two hours, and he began to ask me some hard questions. Finally, he asked me one 

question by which I thought I could redeem myself. He said, “How did you stand 

in your class at the Naval Academy?” I swelled my chest with pride and 

answered, “Sir, I stood 59
th

 in a class of 820.” I sat back to wait for the 

congratulations, which never came. Instead, he said, “Did you do your best?” 
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I started to reply “Yes sir,” but then I remembered who this was and recalled the 

many times at the Academy when I could have learned more, given more, done 

more than I had. So I gulped and said, “No sir, I didn’t always do my best.” 

Admiral Rickover looked at me for a long time, and then he said, “Why not?”  

 

Carter says that he sat there for a while, shaken, and then slowly left the room. He got the job, 

but he never forgot the question: “Why not? Why did you not give your best?”  

  

Will you offer your best to God? Will you offer God not just the Pharisee’s tithe, but the “holy 

offering” of your life? Will you do it out of the gladness of your heart because, by grace, God 

loves you? God is asking us, by faith, to give our lives, including our time, our talents, and our 

treasure. In the week to come, as you consider your stewardship commitment for the cause of 

Christ through this church in the year of our Lord 2016, we must each ask ourselves, “Am I 

giving the least I can give? Or am I giving my best?”  

  

It’s not Thanksgiving yet, but I want to talk turkey with you today. This is a challenging time for 

churches. Non-profits – hospitals, shelters, universities, symphonies, foundations – now far 

outstrip contributions to churches. They are worthy and they are relentless. Thirty years ago, 80 

percent of all charitable giving went to churches. Today churches receive only 32%. Yet for 

those of us who are Christians, support of Christ’s church must come first.  

  

And nowhere will you get as much “Return on Investment” as in a healthy, vibrant church such 

as here. Nowhere else will you find so many people willing to give themselves in self-giving 

mission. In two weeks, in Fellowship Hall you are going to find an absolutely stunning number 

of exhibits on what? On mission! What is this church known for? For mission. People are giving 

themselves, their lives, in outreach to others.  

  

And what is it that’s happening this coming week? The Rummage Sale. And what is the divine 

Rummage Sale all about? It’s about mission. Can I get an Amen? Where else can you find a 

Rummage Sale that raises over $100,000 twice a year? And it’s all about serving others through 

what we give, and serving others through the funds that are raised. So clean out your closets and 

basements and bring your rummage in! 

  

Brothers and Sisters, there is absolutely no place where your dollars have a greater impact that 

through the church. But unlike non-profits, the church doesn’t send you a letter once a week, 

twice a month, thanking you and asking you for yet another contribution. Churches lift up special 

opportunities to help others through the year, but only once a year here do we ask you to support 

our Operating Fund and Home Fires. The Operating Fund doesn’t sound glamorous, but it’s the 

stove that stokes the fire for everything that happens here: choirs, children, youth, worship, 

mission. Everything! And Home Fires? Our giving through Home Fires helps to keep our 

extraordinary facilities in first-rate condition. It’s a smaller fund, but it is absolutely essential 

here.  

  

Friends, your church needs your support. Your church deserves your support. What you give 

makes a tremendous impact through what is done here. 
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There’s an ancient Scottish legend that is called the “Key To The Vault.” It tells the story of a 

little shepherd boy who was walking through the fields when he saw a beautiful rare flower 

which he’d never seen before. He went over to the flower and carefully picked it, and he just 

held it in his hand for a moment. As he reached down to smell its fragrance, suddenly there was a 

rumbling in the distance. 

  

And the whole side of a mountain lifted up as if it were on oiled hinges, and before him the 

shepherd boy looked at a king’s ransom. There was gold and silver and rubies and sapphires and 

diamonds just scintillating in the sunlight, the whole inside of the mountain was covered. With 

real hesitation, the shepherd boy walked inside that chamber in the side of the mountain, put the 

flower down in the vault, and went over and started to look at all those precious, precious stones. 

And finally, anxiously, he reached out and picked up a double handful of diamonds, gold, and 

rare items of beauty and value. As he turned to walk out of the vault with that comparatively 

small handful of treasure, a voice said, “Don’t forget the best!”  

  

So that boy looked around and decided he ought to reevaluate the gold, and diamonds, and all the 

treasures there. He selected some more excellent items of value and beauty, then he stood back 

and said, “Well, I think I picked out just about the most valuable things.” And he turned to walk 

out. And again he heard that voice “Don’t forget the best!” He hesitated. And then he walked out 

of that cave, and as he did he heard behind him the rumble as the whole mountain side closed 

down again and thunderously slammed shut.  

  

And then that voice said, “The flower that opened the vault, you left it inside.” And immediately, 

the legend tells us, all of that precious metal and those extraordinary sparkling jewels just 

crumbled into dust.  

  

Don’t forget the best. The key to the vault.  

  

What if I were to tell you this morning that I could give you a key to the very vault of God? 

Limitless resources. All the valuable things of time and eternity – I could give you a key to every 

one of them and they would open up before you and they would be yours, they would be mine. 

  

If we were to pass those keys out, I have a feeling that no one would say, “I don’t believe I want 

one.” Because we are all interested in such a key. And I trust that because we’re all in worship 

we’re interested in that key, the secret to the vault, the very heart of God.  

  

The key to the vault of life is surrender. Surrender to God as seen in the light of Jesus Christ. 

Surrender as Paul surrendered. Have you held on to this key? If not, Jesus would say that you 

have gained the world, but lost your very soul. That you have sought life, but missed the life that 

really is life. Surrendering our lives in joyful gratitude to God is the key to being acceptable to 

God. Do you hold this key? Or have you forgotten the best, and left it behind?  

  

My friends, let us not forget the best. The one thing needful is our giving ourselves to God 

unreservedly. Holding nothing back, not one iota. Not harboring the illusion that God has no call 

upon us. Not deluding ourselves into thinking that faithfulness doesn’t come with a cost. Giving 

ourselves knowing that we dare not be cheap with God. It costs our all.  



 

6 

 

  

This coming week, with our Estimate of Giving card in hand, the number you and I write there 

we must write with our hearts. The number we write down may be just a number, but it is also a 

barometer of our commitment to Jesus Christ. We ask you to give “proportionally,” that is to 

give a percentage of your income or assets, be that 5%, 10%, 15% or more.  

  

But whatever you pledge, I ask one thing of you. And I ask it because it written all through our 

scriptures. Give from the depths of your heart because you have first given yourself completely 

to the cause of Jesus Christ. That’s what is pleasing to God. There is no higher cause. And that’s 

when your giving will be joyful and grateful and righteous in God’s sight.  

  

May we pray? 

 

Gracious and loving Lord, “We give thee but thine own, whate’er the gift may be; all that we 

have is thine alone, a trust, O Lord, from thee.” You know our hearts, O God. You know the 

fears that rule our lives and the chains we allow to hold back our hearts. So help us, by faith, to 

hold onto you and to your promises for our lives. Help us to trust you, knowing that you alone 

are able to supply our need. Having tasted your gracious love, help us to trust you more. And 

give us courage to follow where you would lead that we would be more than conquerors through 

Christ who loves us. Amen.  

  


