Reflections on Stewardship - 12-Intentional Giving - Feb. 7, 2005

Intentional Giving: Firstfruits

“I have no need of a bull from your stall or of goats from your pens, for every animal of the forest is mine, and the cattle on a thousand hills.”  Psalm 50:9, 10

Our God is an abundant God – if you don’t believe that then your God is not much of a god or he is very small!   God does not need us to give as if it were some return on His investment on us.  A kind of ‘kickback’ for Him blessing us i.e., God provides timely rain for the crops or gives us success with a new product line or a promotion.  Or for some, giving is a matter of duty much like paying taxes.  But that is not the kind of giving that God is looking for.

Instead, giving is meant to be an heart driven act.  It is at its best when gratitude, compassion and love drive it.  It is to be our first priority - a ‘first fruit’ – number one on our spending list!

When the Israelites were on the way to the Promised Land God established an orderly way for His people to express their love for Him.  He set up one tribe, the Levites, and put them in charge of the service of the tabernacle (temple later) and instructed the other tribes to provide for them and the cost to run the tabernacle from their income.   At this time God instituted the tithe as the guideline for giving and He made a promise to bless His people if they were faithful.  Was it a tax?  Some may have felt that way but others gave willingly, blessing the Lord with their tithes.

Perhaps the key factor is motive.  What drives your giving?  Is it need?  Is it duty or obligation? Is it what you’re expected to do?  Or is it a willing or grateful heart - a heart that gives deliberately in order to participate in ministry?

The apostle Paul instructs the people at Corinth to be intentional about their giving.  We read this in 2Cor. 9:7 where he writes:

“Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.”   
It may be helpful to recognize at least two broad categories for our giving:

1. Planned Giving: regular, programmed giving to well established on-going programs i.e., our church, long-term missions and development work.   Just as the Israelites did to provide for the temple service, today we provide for the work of our church and denomination by our regular ‘planned giving’.  The needs for our church’s ministries are well documented and planned (budget) and therefore we need to be intentional about our participation by the giving of our time, talents and money.  At minimum, we should carefully consider at least once a year what we intend to do and commit to set aside for the next year, with God’s help, for the work of our church (weekly/monthly basis).  We need to plan this as a ‘first fruit’ – that is it is the first thing we set aside or the first cheque we write each time we get paid.  Our giving is to be planned into our personal budget so it doesn’t get side-railed or forgotten.  In executing our plan this is where Pre-Authorized Remittances (also known as Direct Withdrawals) can help. 

2. Urgent Giving: crisis and compassion driven i.e., disaster (Asia earthquake and Tsunami), local tragedy, special campaigns/drives.  As we observed as the Asia crisis unfolds, people worldwide are responding, giving resources to help.  Our hearts go out to the survivors and victims of this tragedy.  We need to be willing to give up that ‘extra coat’ or whatever it takes to enable us to respond in love.  Most of this giving is ‘extra-ordinary’ – it is not part of a plan or budget.  
In view of these two kinds of giving, it is important to recognize that we need to do both.  However, what seems to happen in many instances is that we get into the habit of only doing one kind of giving: the crisis kind.  For instance, in the fall of the year, we often hear of a treasurer or someone else making an ‘appeal’ because of a shortfall in revenue for the church budget.  Clearly it is evidence that some do not practice regular weekly or monthly giving in a planned way to provide for the work of the church.  It is a practice of ‘leftover’ giving – not first fruits!

To be a faithful steward in giving the best guideline is the biblical one.   Use the biblical teaching of the tithe as a guideline for your support of Kingdom causes.  Your church should be number one.  Think of the tithe as a starting guideline for your giving.  If you are not there, make a plan to get there by incrementally increasing your giving by 10% or more per year.  Tithing is based on blessing and helps keep your giving in step with your income.  But don’t stop there.  Once your home is paid off and kids are on their own, your giving can continue to grow beyond the tithe.  I personally know people who are ‘double-tithers’ and they have shared with me how abundantly blest they are!

Stewardly Tip: 4 “R’s” Exercise

To help you get into the habit of Intentional First fruits giving, consider doing this exercise:

1. Review your giving in the last year – look at the data.

2. Reflect on what’s happened in your life in the past year.  Through the changes recognize God’s faithfulness to you.

3. Re-commit your time, talents and resources to the work of the kingdom.  Sit down with your spouse and pray about this and then commit what you intend to do in the next year for the ministry of your church, denomination and other Kingdom work.

4. wRite it down and make it a weekly or monthly ‘first fruit’.  The act of wRiting it down helps you be more disciplined to actually do it the next year.  If you have a ‘prayer partner’ with whom you can confide (other than your spouse) – allow yourself to be accountable to him or her. 

Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestion and your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask for more details.
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