NT View on Giving


The Bubonic Plague, often called the Black Death, killed one third of Europe in the 1300’s.  It has been estimated that 25 million people died from the disease that was spread through rat fleas.  Those who had to endure the ravages of the plague met a gruesome death.  The lungs would become coated with blood and just before death, the victim would cough up what appeared to be ashes, but was in fact particles left from the victim’s lungs.  Those with the disease would have rings of a red rash on their bodies.  Victims would also hold petals of flowers to cover the smell of the disease.  It was believed that posies in the pockets also had a healing effect.  


I tell you these gruesome details because the horrible nature of the disease was put into words for a song, which through the ages has completely lost its meaning.  The song goes like this, “Ring around the rosies, pocket full of posies, ashes, ashes we all fall down.”   What is now a cute ditty our children sing was once a depiction of the Bubonic Plague.  How is it that meanings become lost through the ages?  How is it that that some things we understand now can be something completely different from when they were originally spoken?  Is it possible that some things we have taken for granted as true in the Christian life are actually an aberration or wrongly understood?  I believe such is the case with tithing.  Now before you blow a cork, let me ask you what your premise is for tithing?  What are the verses you base this practice upon?  Granted, tithing is a traditional Christian practice, but do we really understand it correctly?


The word tithe means a tenth.  Christians through the years have felt that giving a tenth is what is expected.  The Jews did it.  Abraham did it.  Jacob gave a tenth.   We assume that it is God’s standard through the ages for every believer.  They tithed before the Mosaic Law was given, so doesn’t that mean tithing is for today?  Fair question.  Let us first establish the main premise this message is built upon and then we will go from there.  If we understand this premise, the issue of tithing can be clearly understood, and I believe our giving will find a new sense of freedom and joy.  

Required giving and voluntary giving are biblically recognized practices throughout the Old and New Testaments.  

	                                          Voluntary Giving
	Required Giving 

	Before the Law
	Gen.4:1-8; 8:20; 12:7; 13:18; 14:17-20; 28:18-22
	Gen. 41:34; 47:24

	During the Law
	Ex.25:1-2; 35:21-22; 36:5-6, Deut. 16:10, 17; Num.18:12, I Chron.29:9-10, Prov.3:9-10; 11:24
	Lev.27:30, Num.18, Mal.3:8, Deut.12:10-18; 14:28

	After the Law
	I Cor.16:1-2, II Cor.8:4-8, II Cor.9
	Matt.22:15-22, Rom.13:1-7, I Peter 2:13


  
By the way, the concept of a tithe was not limited to Jews and biblical history.  Giving a tenth to a pagan deity was a common practice.  The number ten was seen as a number for completion, so giving a tenth symbolized the giving of one’s whole self.  The idea of giving a tenth was not new in the days before the Mosaic Law was given.  However, God did not institute giving a tenth as a rule in the book of Genesis before the Law.


We can clearly see that voluntary offering was in place in Genesis.  In Genesis 4, we have recorded the very first offering given by man to God.  Here we have the story of Cain and Abel and how each gave an offering to God. The only revelation given was that an animal offering was the only acceptable type of offering; however, Cain did not offer God an animal sacrifice, but something from the ground instead.  The point is that the offering was voluntary.  There is no mention of the percentage required and no mention of frequency.  


The next mention is in Genesis 8:20 where Noah gets out of the ark and the first thing he wants to do is to offer to God a way to say thanks for His protection.  Genesis 8:20 says, “Then Noah built an altar to the Lord, and took of every clean animal and of every clean bird and offered burnt offerings on the altar.” God didn’t ask or command Noah to do this.  The offering was spontaneous and from the heart.  There is no reason to assume that it was tenth of anything.  He just gave to God from his heart. 


The next mention is in Genesis 12:7. Here the man is Abram, and he is offering to God a sacrifice on an altar as gratitude for the fact that God has called him to be the father of a new nation.  There’s no requirement or stipulation.  Abram is merely saying thanks from his heart.  


Then we come to Genesis 13:18 and again Abram offers to God freely from an altar while at Hebron.  There is no command.  There is no banner made by God to follow Abram around to remind him to give ten percent.  No mention of any kind like this. 


Then we come to Genesis 14:17-20.  This is the first time the word tithe is given in the Bible.  It is used when Abram is victorious in battle against five different kings.  Afterwards, Abram comes upon the king and priest, Melchizedek.  Abram is prompted in the presence of the priest to give a tenth of the spoils from all that he gathered from winning the battles he just fought.  There is no commandment by God to give a tenth.  In fact, at no other time do we ever read of Abram giving such an amount. He didn’t do it every week.  He wasn’t asked to do it.  He merely gives this amount as a way to say thanks.  Again, remember that such an amount was a culturally acceptable practice.  


Next, we read of Jacob in Genesis 28:20-22.  The scriptures give us the good and the bad of the people that God uses.  Here we read of a bad moment in the life of Jacob.  It reads like Jacob is being noble by promising to give God a tithe, but notice it is with strings attached.  “Hey Lord, if you come through for me and give me a safe trip, then I will honor you as God and give you tenth.”  Jacob was trying to buy God’s blessing.  His tithe was far from sincere.  Giving a tenth was Jacob’s idea. It was voluntary.  God did not command the tithe.  So clearly, before the Law was ever in place, men of God gave freely, voluntarily and without obligation to the Lord. 


Now how about the other kind of giving--the required giving?  How does this play out in Genesis?  We have mention of required giving in Genesis 41 and this is very important.  This is the first time such giving is depicted and we need to take note of the purpose.  The setting is during the life of Joseph as he is helping Pharaoh rule Egypt.  God tells them that a famine is soon coming and that while things are good, they better start making plans to save up.  So Genesis 41:34 says, “Let Pharaoh take action to appoint overseers in charge of the land, and let him exact a fifth of the produce of the land of Egypt in the seven years of abundance.”  Like or not, here is the first mention of the early IRS.  This was a 20% tax to fund the government and prepare for the welfare of the nation.  


The same principle is given again in Genesis 47:24. “At the harvest you shall give a fifth to Pharaoh, and four-fifths shall be your own for seed of the field and for your food and for those of your households and as food for your little ones.”  Everybody had to give.  


So what have we learned?  Required giving was directed toward the government.  Freewill giving was directed toward the Lord.  Required giving was taxation to support the government.  Freewill giving was given from the heart as a generous response to what the Lord had done. 


What about during the time of the Mosaic Law?  Certainly we assume the required giving of the tithe, but what was the tithe for?  Leviticus 27:30 mentions the tithe for the Levites who were the people who ran the nation.  They were the leaders.  They were servants in the temple.  They were the counselors and judges.  They had to be supported, so the Levitical tithe was for their livelihood.  Now, we cannot understand the Levites simply through our own limited American perspective where government officials are now more and more separating themselves from any religious life or norms.  Public opinion has skewed our perspective.  Under the Mosaic Law, there was a theocracy.  God ruled every aspect of life through His servants. This is contrasted with a democracy where the majority has the final say.  Some would call it mob rule, but that is for another message.   His servants in the theocracy during the Mosaic Law had no separation of church and state philosophy that forbade government officials to touch religious life.  It was all one.  


This first tithe was ten percent of the people's produce and animals and this belonged to the Lord. As a theocracy, even the tax was the Lords.  Today, even we could say we pay taxes to the Lord as our obligation to Him.  However, the tithe in Malachi was not freewill giving—it was required giving. And if the people didn't give it, they were robbing God. Malachi 3:8 says, "Will a man rob God? Yet you've robbed Me, you've robbed Me in your tithes."  Not giving God the offerings which were use to run the theocracy that He prescribed under the Mosaic Law was robbery. 


There was a second tithe and it is mentioned in Deuteronomy 12:10-18.  This tithe is distinct and different from the first.  This is important because those people who want to say we are obligated to tithe to the church never mention that there is more than one tithe.  The obligatory tithes were to fund the government.  This second tithe went to the national festivals and feasts that the nation of Israel celebrated.  It was like a national potluck for the nation to celebrate its unity and fellowship.  


There was also a third tithe.  This was a kind of welfare tithe to help the needy.  Deuteronomy 14:28 speaks of this tithe and it says, “At the end of the three years you shall bring forth all the tithe of your increase the same year and lay it within the gates.”   This tithe was every three years and was for the purpose of caring for the poor in the nation.  So when you add up the tithes, you have two regular tithes--one for the Levites and one for the national festivals, and that makes up 20 percent.  Then you have the tithe every three years which works out to about 23% every year.  So if you want to tithe to the church in the amount the Bible depicts tithing, you need to give 23%.  Or you can understand the tithe accurately as simply the government tax.  So, before Moses there was taxation, and during the time of Moses, there was taxation.  This cannot be confused with giving to the Lord.  


Was there voluntary giving during the time of Moses?  Absolutely.  When Moses was building a tabernacle he called out to the people to give voluntarily, and this was spoken of in Exodus 25:1-2. “Speak to the children of Israel that they may bring Me an offering…  Of every man that gives it willingly with his heart.”   Exodus 35:21-22 says “Everyone whose heart stirred him and everyone whose spirit moved him came and brought the Lord’s contribution for the work.”  

Deuteronomy 16:10 and 17, "Thou shalt give to the Lord thy God according as the Lord thy God has blessed thee."  That's proportionate.  We are to give as we are able, according to our ability, according to the blessing of the Lord your God which he's given us.   This giving was to be done proportionately, generously, sacrificially, voluntarily, whatever you want.   I know what you are thinking…. “But if you don’t hold to a tithe to the church, and just trust people to give from the heart…well, they will never give.”  We can either give the way we think it ought to be done to get the best results or we can give the way God has prescribed.  Even during the Mosaic Law, with freewill giving, the people gave so much in Exodus 36:5-6 that the workers said, “Moses we have to do something because we don’t know what to do with all this stuff.  The people are going nuts with giving.”  Voluntary giving was going on before the Law and during the Law.  


Under the New Covenant, we are no longer under the Law, so is there still voluntary giving and required giving?  Yes, to both.  We are required to pay our taxes.  Romans 13:1-7 gives us a direct commandment to pay our taxes to the government because all human government is God’s way to bring order to the earth.  Some governments do it better than others, but regardless, we are required to pay.  Jesus said in Matthew 22 to render to Caesar what is Caesar’s and give to God what is God’s.  Pay your taxes.  Give voluntarily to God. 

Certainly under the New Covenant there is voluntary giving.  Listen to II Corinthians 9:6-8, “Now this I say, he who sows sparingly shall also reap sparingly; and he who sows bountifully shall also reap bountifully.  Let each one do just as he has purposed in his heart, not grudgingly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.  And God is able to make all grace abound to you, that always having all sufficiency in everything, you may have an abundance for every good deed.”

       So what have we learned? 

· Required giving was always used to fund God-ordained government. 

· The required tithe correlates with our present obligation to pay taxes. 

· Voluntary giving was always offered to God as an act of worship.

· God desires His church to be supported through the voluntary giving of His people. 


May we give from our hearts.  May we pay what God requires of us with our taxes. May He use us to further His work.  Now, if you tithe and you have thought that was God’s standard for giving, chances are your heart has been right; but, know that God wants your giving to Him to be joyous and proportionate and in response to His grace, not a set percentage just to feel like you have fulfilled your obligation to Him.  The issue is our heart.  If we live by a legalistic standard in giving, then we are not allowing the Spirit of God to have full control of our money. 
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