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“God’s Take on Tithes and Offerings:

Making Our Finances Reflect Our Faith”
Kent Weber
In the Old Testament, we find that in addition to their voluntary giving, the Israelites were expected to pay three periodic tithes, which averaged 23 percent of their annual income.  Yet, Christianity Today reports that per capita giving among Church membership in America is a mere 2.55%. A disturbing statistic, with only one of two implications: either God changed the rules somewhere between Sinai and the Cross; or something has gone terribly wrong!


Herein, we want to explore together what the Word of God (as a whole) says to us about tithes and offerings.  It’s pretty basic, really. His guidance is strong.  The consequences of withholding are clear and the promises of personal faith, spiritual growth and multiple blessing are assured when we cheerfully obey.  In short, if our tithes and offerings hover anywhere near the mark of 2.5% must we not be robbing God of His glory and cheating ourselves of rightful blessing?  At CHBC we are committed to discovering and applying the truth of God’s Word to our lives, and we believe the Scriptures supply us with some very specific principles by which we are to approach the responsibilities and privileges of giving.

The Tithe


“A tithe of everything…belongs to the Lord; it is Holy to the Lord” (Lev. 27:30).  Literally, of course, a tithe is “a tenth,” one of ten parts.  In this light, some modern churches speak loosely when they refer to all giving as tithing.  You can give 2.5% of your income, but you cannot tithe it any more easily than you can paint a bluebird red.  By definition, a tithe is 10%.


 Of the Israelites, God’s chosen people, three tithes were required: an annual tithe for the priests and Levites (Num. 18:21, 24); A second annual “festival” tithe (Deut. 12:17-18); and every third year, a tithe for the poor- all together, an annual average of about 23%. While tithing was specifically affirmed by the Mosaic Law, it did not originate there.  The high priest Melchizedek received tithes from Abraham (Gen. 28:22).  Thus, it cannot be seen as exclusively belonging to the ceremonial law abolished by Christ.  Further, the purpose of the tithe, Moses clearly tells us, was “that you may learn to revere the Lord your God always” (Deut. 14:23).  It is no wonder then, that the prophet Malachi issued such emphatic pleas not to delay or withhold but “bring the whole tithe into the storehouse” (Mal. 3:10).  The tithe was not “given” but “paid.”  For God’s people in the Old Testament, it was no more optional than paying taxes.  And if we read the New Testament carefully, the tithe remains every bit as relevant today.


While the New Testament does not address the issue of tithing as explicitly as the Old, the continuity of expectation remains clear, almost assumed.  In Matthew 23:23 and Luke 11:42, we see that while Jesus chastises the Pharisees for neglecting justice, mercy and faithfulness, he nonetheless carefully affirms their tithes and exhorts them to continue.  Further, we must note that nowhere in the New Testament does Jesus incur the charge of failing to render tithes.  This is significant, in that the Pharisees accused him of violating virtually every other Jewish expectation.  Similarly, while the Talmud forbade the good Jew from even sitting at the same table with someone who did not tithe, the Pharisees dined willingly and often with Jesus.  Apparently, they were satisfied that he was tithing.  And finally, never once in the New Testament is the Old Testament requirement of tithing specifically recalled, revoked or replaced.


Even as clear as these points seem to be, we still wish that someone had asked Jesus point plank whether or not we are still expected to pay tithes.  The thought naturally occurs to us: why did no one ever put this question to Jesus?  Only three possible explanations commend themselves to us.  (I) Perhaps it was asked, but never got recorded.  Unlikely.  (II) Perhaps everyone just assumed that tithing was no longer relevant.  (Possible I suppose, though I can’t imagine what this assumption could be based upon).  Or (III) perhaps tithing was so obviously a responsibility before God that questioning its continued relevance simply never occurred to anyone.  This by far, the most plausible explanation.  Even culturally, the historical record confirms as much.  The Egyptians, Chaldeans, Assyrians, and most of the Greeks, Romans, Chinese, and Arabians all tithed to their gods.  Even outside the Bible’s teaching, the tithe has always been par for the religious course.


In sum, the Scriptures show us several things: the tithe was a full 10%; it was required of all believers; and it was clearly affirmed and never revoked in the New Testament- not for an attachment to the Law, or for any other reason.  In short, I believe it is as relevant for us today as it ever has been.  It’s based in relationship.  It’s symbolic.  It’s purposive.  It’s a commandment!

Firstfruits


The Principle of “firstfruits” runs parallel to and overlaps with the “tithe.”  While the tithe emphasized the exact amount, as representing the whole, “firstfruits” emphasized quality and primacy.  “Honor the Lord with your wealth, with the first fruits of all your crops” (Prov. 3:9).  For the Israelites, this meant yielding the first and best production of the vineyard (Lev. 19:23-25), the pick of the grain, wine, olive oil and wood (Ex. 23:16, 34:22), the first of the honey and all the produce of the land (II Chron. 31:5)-and most of the first fruits went directly to the religious leaders for use in ministry (Num. 18:12).  In our body, we may not have firstfruits and crops to yield, but the principle is certainly transferable.  Firstfruits is a way to show God that we love Him, that we trust Him, that we wish to honor him with the first and the best that we have.  We return to Him “off the top”- as soon as the harvest is made-as soon as the payment is received.  Taken in this light, squabbling over whether we must submit our tithes before or after taxes becomes a moot point.  If God is first, and the tithe represents the whole, first fruits commits us to God before the government.

Voluntary Offering


It is here where the term giving is most appropriately used.  The Old Testament specifically refers to this giving as over and above the tithe or firstfruits (Lev. 22:18-23; Num. 15:3; Deut. 12:6,17).  The tithe represents a floor.  It is not a ceiling.  And it is only after the tithe that the concept of “give as you are led” becomes appropriate.  As believers, we are encouraged to participate in this, when we notice a particular need or grasp onto a special vision.  One of many examples can be found in Exodus 35and 36.  The excitement and vision of building God’s tabernacle swept the Israelites into a real spirit of generosity.  They gave and gave to see it built.  And we must note the tabernacle was not built form tithes!  These gifts were received above and beyond the Israelites periodic duties, and independent of circumstances.  Similarly in II Corinthians 8:2-3, Paul testifies that the believers gave when help was needed-and completely without regard to their own dire circumstances!  “Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity.”

Obey…And Watch the Floodgates Open!

“Will a man rob God?  Yet you rob me.  But you ask, ’How do we rob you?’  In tithes and offerings.  You are under a curse-the whole nation of you-because you are robbing me.  Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse that there may be food in my house.  Test me in this,” says the Lord almighty, “and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it.”  (Mal. 3:8-10)

In three short verses, the prophet Malachi encapsulates the double principle which represents all of scripture on the topic.  When we do not tithe, we rob God.  Our relationship with him incurs a setback.  We express doubt, and show Him disrespect.  Conversely, when we do obey with our finances, our relationship with Him flourishes.  Our faith bolsters.  And he literally pleads for our obedience so that he can heap the blessings upon us!  The blessings may or may not be financial ones, but in some form they are promises to us.  And we should claim that promise!

Just as the Ten Commandments are simultaneously prohibitions and invitations, so our tithes and offerings represent both responsibility and privilege.  Accompanying the blessing and privilege of relationship with the Saviour is the responsibility (and pleasure) of submitting our whole lives.  So don’t procrastinate.  Consult His Word.  Obey. Respond with joy.  And take the faithful leap into the personally transforming, kingdom impacting adventure of tithing and giving.  It will change your life.
