Giving God’s Way - Part 3

2 Corinthians 8:3

Let's open our Bibles to 2 Corinthians chapter 8 and this morning. We're talking about a model for Christian giving. And this is the third in our series on giving.


2 Corinthians 8:3 (NIV)

     PLEASE STAND
3For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own,

Pray
I'm going to do something this morning that is certainly not able to classified as a sermon, it's going to be classified more as a Bible study, but it's very, very important and it goes right along with our study of 2 Corinthians chapter 8. We are going to be discussing tithing, that is the fact that tithing is not required giving in the New Testament church. This is not an understanding that the C&MA holds. This is an understanding that your Pastor holds. And we're going to have to take a close look this morning and, by the way, a fast look, so strap on your seat belt here because today, we're going to take a fast look at this matter of giving God’s way.

So, as we look at the Macedonians' devotion to the Lord and the consequent character of their giving, several elements are manifest in this text. Let’s briefly review from last week.

2 Corinthians 8:1-2 (NIV)

1And now, brothers, we want you to know about the grace <(1) Their giving was initiated by God's grace. That is it wasn't just human, it was something supernaturally motivated and produced. The grace of God is the work that prompting their giving> that God has given the Macedonian churches. 2Out of the most severe trial <(2) Their giving transcended difficult circumstances>, their overflowing joy <(3) Giving was with joy, even in that ordeal of affliction the abundance of joy was manifest in their giving> and their extreme poverty  <(4) Giving was not hindered by poverty> welled up in rich generosity <(5) Their giving was liberal. It was generous. It overflowed in the abundance of their generosity>.

So their giving was initiated by God's grace, transcended difficult circumstances, was with joy, not hindered by poverty and was generous. And we've already looked at those five truths, those five indications of their devout Christian commitment in just those first two verses.

We come then this morning to verse 3 and try as I did, I couldn't get past verse 3. And it's very, very important. Some of the other ones are going to go a little more rapidly but there is something that is inherent in verse 3 that demands very, very careful attention this morning.

2 Corinthians 8:3 (NIV)

3For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own,

Let's start into verse 3 by saying, (6) Their giving was proportionate, their giving was proportionate. Verse 3 begins, “For I testify, “ and by the way, by that phrase Paul is indicating he has firsthand experience. This isn't something that's been passed down the grapevine, he knows these churches, knows them well, founded them, had a great part in their life, knew their leadership and he knew their hearts.

2 Corinthians 8:3 (NASB)

3 For I testify (meaning firsthand experience) that according to their ability, and beyond their ability, they gave of their own accord,

And here's another qualifying phrase with regard to their giving.

(6) Their giving was proportionate. That is they gave according to their ability, according to their power, according to their capability, each gave as he or she was able.

God does not expect you to give what you don't have. He expects you to give what you have. God doesn't expect you to charge giving on your credit card and go further into debt. God expects you to give out of what you have. We aren't supposed to give a fixed amount, that's not what the Macedonians did, that's not, as we shall see in a few moments, what God asks of us, or a fixed percent. We're not supposed to worry on whether it's set against the gross or the net, those questions are not relevant to the discussion of Christian giving. The issue is you give as you are capable of giving. And they did that.

(7) Their giving was sacrificial. Verse 3, “For I testify that according to their ability, and beyond their ability.” So they gave what they had but they gave it in proportions that were sacrificial. Their giving was beyond what could or would be expected of such poor Christians. And I remind you of verse 2 that they gave out of deep poverty and in a great ordeal of affliction. Times were difficult, life was difficult. With no regard for themselves, with no regard for their future needs, they were glad to place themselves in an impoverished position even further dependent on God and believe that God would supply all their needs.

Philippians 4:19 (NIV)

19And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.

They believed that:
Matthew 6:33 (NIV)

33But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.
This was their choice. In fact, the term here is very interesting, in the Greek which is used, “they gave as much as they were able.” They chose to do this. They weren't coerced. They weren't manipulated. They weren't intimidated into this. They weren't bribed into it. They weren't sort of coddled into it. They weren't brought into it by some promise of a health and wealth gospel or some trickery or some gimmick. There was no manipulation. There was no coercion. It was out of their own hearts.

Whenever you talk about giving in a Christian context, there are always people who are going to say, “Well I thought we were supposed to give ten percent,” right? I mean, that's the sort of traditional Christian percentage. We talk about tithing, the word “tithe” is a word that means a tenth. And Christians through the years have just felt, ‘Well, we're supposed to give ten percent.’ The Jews gave ten percent. Abraham gave ten percent. Jacob gave ten percent. So we're supposed to give ten percent. That's God's abiding, unshakable, eternal standard.

And that doesn't fit into here. There's no ten percent in chapters 8 and 9. There's no ten percent with regard to the Macedonians. There is no prescription of ten percent here whatsoever. And that leads us to the issue of why do Christians today think they need to give ten percent? Where does that come from? And I want to answer that. It comes basically from a misunderstanding of the Old Testament. And I feel obligated to make that misunderstanding clear to you and then set it right.

Here's how the argument generally goes. In the law of Moses, the Jews were supposed to give a tenth. In the Old Testament it talks about the Jews required to give a tenth, a tithe. And further the argument goes, you go back into Genesis and you have Abraham giving a tenth and you have Jacob giving a tenth, before the establishing of the Mosaic Law, therefore the giving of a tenth transcends the Mosaic Law. If it existed before the Mosaic Law it therefore should exist after the Mosaic Law because it is a transcendent, universal standard for giving ordained by God. That's the reasoning. 

Now that reasoning is seriously flawed for a number of reasons. But let me just give you one right off the top. If you say that whatever existed before the Law must exist after the Law you have some major problems. I'll give you just two of them.

1. The observance of the Sabbath existed before the Law.

Genesis 2:3 (NIV)

3And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done.

The Sabbath was affirmed as part of the Mosaic Law so you have the Sabbath in the Law, you have the Sabbath before the Law, but clearly you do not have the Sabbath after the Law because the New Covenant abrogates the Sabbath.

Colossians 2:16 (NIV)

16Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day.

Romans 14:5 (NIV)

5One man considers one day more sacred than another; another man considers every day alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.

In other words, the Sabbath day doesn’t matter. It's not an issue. We have already entered into rest. There's no longer a Sabbath observance. Just because there was a Sabbath observance before the Law and during the Law doesn't make it universal.

2. There was in the Mosaic Law a sacrificial system for the offering of animals to God. That existed before Moses as well. We have animal sacrifices as far back as Abel in the Garden. And though you have animal sacrifices during the time of the Law and prior to the Law, the animal sacrificial system does not continue into the New Covenant, right? We don't offer animal sacrifices. 

So the fact that something exists pre-Law doesn't necessarily make it post-Law. In fact, clearly there were things that were prescriptions in the time before the Law that are obviated permanently in the New Covenant in the coming of Christ. So that argument doesn't really hold water.

Now, let's go back to the period before Moses. So we'll go for God's plan for giving before Moses, okay? Now I'm going to give you two little things to remember. There are two kinds of giving all throughout God's plan in the Old Testament, required giving and free will giving.

There are many places in the book of Genesis where offerings were made to God. Among those offerings, there were two men who gave a tithe, Abram, or later called Abraham, and Jacob. Okay? And those who advocate tithing say, “Well Abram gave a tithe and Jacob gave a tithe, then therefore that's the standard permanently.”

But you have to look a little more deeply before you draw such a hasty conclusion. The important thing to notice is this; that in the book of Genesis the word “tithe,” did not refer to a required offering. It did not refer to something God commanded, God ordained, God required. It refers to a voluntary offering. The tithes of Abraham, the tithes of Jacob were voluntary. God never demanded them, commanded them, never gave them a percentage, never gave them a figure, never gave them an amount. In fact, there is no such law given before the Mosaic Law.

Now let's go back and look at the offerings given in the book of Genesis. The first one is in Genesis 4, an offering made to God by the two sons of Adam named Cain and Abel. Now it is interesting to note that this is a voluntary offering. God doesn't command it. God doesn't ask for it. God doesn't set a figure on it. God doesn't tell him, tell them what, how much He wants. They simply did what was in their heart to do. Now as far as we know this first offering was in no way related to a tenth of anything. 

Okay, we go to chapter 8, and Noah has now come to the end of the Flood. Noah went out of his boat and the first thing he wanted to do was build an altar because he wanted to make an offering to God. Why? He gave as an expression of thanksgiving and gratitude for surviving the worldwide deluge. And in Genesis 8:20 it says that Noah made an offering to God. This is again a completely voluntary offering. And we don't know anything about it other than that. There's no prescription of a tenth of the animals, or a tenth of the birds. The offering was spontaneous, voluntary, from the heart, free will and there's no reason to assume that it was a tenth of anything. He just gave God what was in his heart to give.

The next offering that I call you to is in Genesis 12 and the man is Abram. He is given the call of God to be a leader of the nation. In chapter 12 and the nation Israel would come out of his loins. And in response to that call verse 7 of chapter 12, he builds an altar to the Lord. And again it's out of the joy of his heart, the gratitude of his heart, the thrill over being called to be the father of a nation. And he offers to the Lord. There's no command. There's no amount. There's no percent. There's no requirement. There's no stipulation. He freely responds to the wonderful promise of God and says “Thank You, God,” by giving God an offering.

Then in chapter 13 he does it again, only this time he's in Hebron. And in chapter 13 verse 18 he builds another altar and he makes another offering to God. Again it is voluntary, no amount, no command and no stipulation, no requirements, no percentages, no frequency, nothing.

Now you come to chapter 14 and for the first time we come to the word “tithe.” And it's found in chapter 14 verses 18 to 20. Abram, as he was then called, has just returned from a war. He's been at war with five kings in the Valley of Shaveh. And he has been victorious over these five pagan kings. And he's literally taken masses of their treasure with him. On his way back home, he runs into Melchizedek and as we all know, Melchizedek is the king of Salem, the ancient name of Jerusalem, city of peace.

Melchizedek meets Abram and Melchizedek then blesses him. And God has blessed him by calling him. God has blessed him by giving victory and now God blesses him through this king priest. And Abram's response, “He gave him tithes of all.” Abram decides this is the moment to offer thanks to God. And so he gives tithes, and that's where the word is first mentioned.

Did God tell him to give a tenth? No. It was spontaneous. There's no command recorded. Abram was never told how much. In fact, this is the only recorded time he ever gave a tithe during his entire 160-year life span. He didn't do it every week. He didn't do it every month. He didn't do it every year. Scripture only records this one occasion.

Now the only other mention of the tithe in the book of Genesis before the Law, of course, is in Genesis 28. And here you have Jacob making a vow. And frankly, this is a, this is a spiritual low point for Jacob. You don't want to use him as an example of anything except gross carnality.

He was really out of line. In Genesis 28:20 to 22 Jacob makes a vow to God. And he says, “If God will be with me and will keep me on this journey that I take, and will give me food to eat and garments to wear and I return to my father's house in safety, then the Lord will be my God.” Oh thanks a lot, Jacob. This is not trust at all. This is bribery.

And then he goes on to say, “And this stone which I have set up as a pillar will be God's house and of all that Thou dost give me I surely will give you a tenth.” So now he's going to do what customarily pagan people did, give a tenth to their deity out of gratitude, but only if God conforms to his desires. He was trying to bribe God. There was no obligation for him to do this. There is no command at all to give this gift.

So, you see many offerings in Genesis and we'll just sum it up quickly. Many offerings, two of them were tithes, but they were both voluntary tithes like all the rest of the offerings were voluntary offerings. Those times when Abram and Jacob gave a tenth they gave a tenth because they chose to do it. This is no case for the normative pre-Mosaic tithing standard. There is no such standard existing.

Now let's talk about required giving. We saw about free will giving, whenever you want, how much amount you want. It should be generous. It should be proportionate. It should be sacrificial. It should be voluntary. And we saw that. But what about required giving? Did God ever say you're supposed to give a certain amount or a certain percent? Answer, Yes, Genesis chapter 41. And this is a very important portion of Scripture because here you have the teaching about required giving. Very important.

Now in Genesis chapter 41 Joseph is in Egypt. He's been sold into slavery by his jealous brothers. And he has interpreted a dream for Pharaoh. He's on his ascendancy now, and he'll finally wind up as Prime Minister of Egypt, but he starts out by interpreting a dream because even when he was a prisoner it became known that he could interpret dreams, so he interprets a dream for Pharaoh. And the dream interpretation means that there will be seven years of fruitful crops and seven years of famine. Remember that? And so if that's true, if we're going to have seven years of prosperity and seven years following of famine, we better take the years of prosperity to save up for the years of famine, right? That makes a lot of sense.

Now how is that going to happen? Genesis 41:34, here's what the Word of God said. “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.” Here you have, my friends, the first IRS agents, the first Federal Income Tax. These are called overseers whose responsibility is to exact a twenty percent income tax to fund the national government, the welfare of the nation. And like it or not, it was introduced by God and it was to support the nation of Egypt. Twenty percent tax collected through the fat years would supply the people with food in the lean years.

Listen carefully now, free will giving then was directed toward the Lord. Required giving was directed toward the government. Free will giving was giving to the Lord and was done personally as a response of love and it was done generously, proportionately, sacrificially and voluntarily. Required giving was taxation to support the national government.

Now let's talk about required giving during the time of Moses. You say, “Well, that's the tithe.” You're right. The tithe was required. Leviticus 27:30 mentions the tithe and it calls it the Lord’s tithe, and sometimes the Levite's tithe. It says this, Leviticus, “And all the tithe of the land whether of the seed of the land or of the fruit of the tree is the Lord's. It is holy unto the Lord.” In Numbers 18 this was divided among the Levites.

Now let me tell you how this works. Here's ten percent required, a tithe of all the land, all the seed, all the fruit, everything you produce including your animals, everything. Ten percent of it you give to the Lord and you do that by giving it to the Levites. Who are the Levites? The Levites were one of the twelve tribes of Israel, but they were the tribe chosen to be the priests and to operate the temple and to lead the nation. The taxation of the tenth then was to supply the needs of the Levites who had no land, who had no territory, they weren't given any territory when the land was divided up. They had no livelihoods, no jobs. They worked for the people. They were the government. They ran the nation. They made the decisions. They were the judges and the counselors and the men of wisdom. And they made the decisions for the land and gave leadership to the people. And they had to be supported. So you gave ten percent every year to support those who ran the government.

Now remember, God says ten percent of all your land and seed and fruit is Mine. This is a theocracy, a theocracy is a nation run by God, a democracy is a nation run by the people. In a theocracy, God chooses His leaders and we support them. God was the King, God was the Supreme Ruler, God was sovereign and He mediated His rule through the plurality of priests. And they needed to be supported so it was the Lord's and it was for the support of His theocratic kingdom. Ten percent of everything had to be given. And there were some formulas in the end of Leviticus that if you needed to give money instead of seed and land you could do that, but you couldn't give money instead of animals (20%). But the only thing you need to know is the first tithe was ten percent of the people's produce and animals and this belonged to the Lord. This is not free will giving, this is required giving. And if you didn't give it, you were robbing God. Malachi 3:8, “Will a man rob God? Yet you've robbed Me, you've robbed Me in your tithes.” You haven't given me the offerings that I prescribed, that's robbery.

The tithe then was given to the priests to support them because of their religious responsibilities, they were full-time in that ministry, they didn't have an opportunity to earn their own living. And in the theocracy they ruled in the place of God and you paid the salaries of those who ran the country. This is simply a form of taxation.

In Deuteronomy 12 there was a second tithe. Every year they had to give a second ten percent. In Deuteronomy chapter 12 we read that Israel will be in the place that the Lord your God shall choose for His name to dwell, and His name dwells in Jerusalem.

What's this talking about? God is ordaining all kinds of festivals, all kinds of feasts, all kinds of national celebrations and ceremonies, like Passover and all the rest of the things that went with it. In other words, the first tenth goes to support the Levites, the second to support the religious festivals. It was sort of national potluck dinner. Everybody brought what needed to be brought. It was for, it was for the community, it was for the fellowship and it was for the national religious worship. It was to keep the nation bonded together as one.

So the Jews then gave ten percent to the Levites and ten percent to the national festivals and national ceremonies and national events that kept the nation united. That's not all. There was a third tenth. Thirdly there was the welfare tithe. Deuteronomy 14:28, “At the end of three years you shall bring forth all the tithe of your increase the same year and lay it within your gates.” Every third year they had to give another ten percent. That breaks down to three and a third a year. And what was that for? The stranger, the fatherless, and the widow. This was called the poor tithe. You have the Levite's tithe, the festival tithe, the poor tithe, ten percent, ten percent, ten percent, three and a little more percent totaled up twenty three percent, how interesting.

The required taxation for the theocracy of Israel was twenty-three percent, not very far different from the required taxation in Egypt when they were required to give twenty percent. So those who say the Jews gave ten percent are wrong. They did not give ten percent. They gave over 23% percent every year in order to fund the national government. That was required giving. In other words, that was taxation to fund the government. The government was there to lead them to God, to protect them, to provide an army to secure them, to provide resources for them, to create the social character of the nation and keep them as one great people involved in religious ceremonies and to meet the needs of those among them who were destitute.

And by the way, the Jew wasn't done. Twenty-three percent wasn't all. We have a tax base say around that number here but we have more taxes than that. We have gas taxes, and we have sales taxes, and we have profit taxes when we make profit, we have a state tax, we have a capital gains tax, we have a death tax and on it goes. The Jews had a few of those as well. It's in Leviticus 19:9 and 10. “When you reap the harvest of your land you shall not fully reap the corners of your field.” Fields were laid out in squares with corners. And as they went through to harvest, they were not to harvest the corners. They were to leave them unharvested. Why? The poor could come in and harvest the corners of the field that were left and therefore share in the bounty.

Also, as you go through the harvest of picking it up and putting it on the wagon and tying it up, whatever falls off onto the ground, you leave. You cannot pick it up because the poor can come through and glean in the fields. You are giving part of your profit to the poor so they had to do that as well.

Now let's turn to free will giving. There are just several ways in which we can understand it and they are exactly parallel to what we are learning about what how the Macedonians gave. First of all, it was to be voluntary, it was to be proportionate, it was to be generous, it was to be sacrificial, it was to be from the heart.

Deuteronomy 16:10 (NIV)

10Then celebrate the Feast of Weeks to the LORD your God by giving a freewill offering in proportion to the blessings the LORD your God has given you.


Deuteronomy 16:17 (NIV)

17Each of you must bring a gift in proportion to the way the LORD your God has blessed you.

Just give proportionately, generously, sacrificially, voluntarily, whatever you want. There are many illustrations of this but for the sake of time, let me give you an illustration in Exodus chapter 25, you remember Moses was going to build a tabernacle.

Exodus 25:1-2 (NIV)

1The LORD said to Moses, 2“Tell the Israelites to bring me an offering. You are to receive the offering for me from each man whose heart prompts him to give. <The first recorded church building fund>
Exodus 25: 8 (NIV)

8“Then have them make a sanctuary for me, and I will dwell among them.

And here was God's chance to specify, here was God's chance to give a amount or a percent, all He had to do was say, “Give Me a tenth,” instead He said, “Give Me whatever you want.” Give Me whatever you want, from your heart because God is concerned with the heart attitude.

There were no big posters hanging all around the camp of Israel saying, “Have you given your tenth? Have you tithed?” They were told to do whatever they wanted.

Exodus 35:4-5 (NIV)

4Moses said to the whole Israelite community, “This is what the LORD has commanded: 5From what you have, take an offering for the LORD. Everyone who is willing is to bring to the LORD an offering of gold, silver and bronze; <etc, etc>
Exodus 35:20-21 (NIV)

20Then the whole Israelite community withdrew from Moses’ presence, 21and everyone who was willing and whose heart moved him came and brought an offering to the LORD for the work on the Tent of Meeting, for all its service, and for the sacred garments. 22All who were willing, men and women alike …

That's how you give. That's exactly the way it was before Moses. Cain and Abel brought whatever they wanted. Abram brought whatever he wanted. Noah, whatever he wanted. That's free will giving to the Lord. Required giving is to the government.

In other words, everybody who wanted to come came. It just keeps saying this over and over again. The issue is the heart, the heart, the heart.

Exodus 36:5 through Exodus 36:7 (NIV)

5and said to Moses, “The people are bringing more than enough for doing the work the LORD commanded to be done.” 6Then Moses gave an order and they sent this word throughout the camp: “No man or woman is to make anything else as an offering for the sanctuary.” And so the people were restrained from bringing more, 7because what they already had was more than enough to do all the work.

That's wonderful. The skilled craftsmen said, “Moses, we have a problem, they're bringing too much stuff.” You guys are overworking the workers by bringing so much stuff. Wouldn't that be wonderful? Folks, would you please stop giving, it's really too much, it's overwhelming. Have you ever heard of a church that said that? But that's the heart and that's what God wants.

Well let me sum it up very briefly, and this is it. Tithing is required giving but it was required giving in the form of a taxation to fund the national government which is a theocracy. The three tithes took care of the government's salaries, the social religious life of the nation and a welfare system. Tithes were not the gifts to God, they were gifts to support the nation. When it came to giving to God there was no amount, whatever you wanted whenever you wanted from the heart. That was the standard of giving in the Old Testament.

And you say, “Is it different in the New?” It is exactly the same, exactly the same. Jesus said it as simply as He said it anywhere, as it is said anywhere in the New Testament when He said this, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's,” what did that mean? Pay your taxes and Jesus did that. “And render to God the things that are God's.” And what did that mean? Give God whatever is in your heart to give Him. And that's why when you come to the Macedonians you don't hear anything about an amount. But beyond that free will giving is whatever you want, no amount, no stipulation as your heart is moved to do that. Uniquely we have the opportunity, according to 1 Corinthians 16, to do it every week on the first day of the week as we gather together. That's free will giving. The tithe has absolutely nothing to do with that.

And even though there are many teachers of tithing, there is not one thing in the New Testament to indicate that the church is to give a tenth. There isn't one commandment to the church anywhere in the New Testament to give a tenth, yet teachers of God’s Word says, ‘Well they gave a tenth in the Old Testament and that was what the Jews did. They gave their tenth to God and therefore that sets the standard.’ If the ten percent gift to the local church of the first fruits of one’s income was a standard for believers today, then why did God not require it of the early church in the book of Acts? Why did God not require the tithe it of the Macedonian churches, or the Corinthians or Colossians or the Ephesians or even the church at Galatia? Nowhere, in any New Testament church is tithing ever required let alone even suggested. The New Testament affirms the very same pattern of giving and we'll see more about that next time.

Pray
Father, I pray that in this church, it will always be dedicated to trusting and obeying your Word, that in my leadership and in any leadership to come, the issue of tithing will never be brought to bear on this congregation. And Father, I also pray that the people attending this church, will simply give proportionately, generously, sacrificially, voluntarily.

And, Lord, help us too to understand that in the matter of giving to You is from the heart and therefore is such a measure of our commitment and devotion to You. We think of these Macedonians whose giving was not affected by their circumstances, was not affected by their poverty, who gave joyfully, who gave liberally, generously, sacrificially and who were eager to do so because they had first given themselves to You. We realize that our giving represents the devotion and commitment we have to You. May we give like the pattern established by these early Christians of long ago and may You be honored in our lives so that it shows in our giving.

May we always trust in Your promise of:

Philippians 4:19 (NIV)

19And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.

As we have faith in You and trust in your promise, we have complete comfort in giving today. We thank in the name of Christ Jesus. Amen.
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