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Tithing & Generous Giving

Do you tithe?  Not all Christians do.  For some tithing is a part of discipleship that brings joy to the giver, but for others it may feel more like paying another bill.  I hope the latter is not the case for you!

When it comes to tithing, Jesus did not talk much about it and when he did specifically comment on tithing it was connected to a warning about the hypocrisy that he saw associated with it (Matt. 23:23).  Jesus was critical of the very visible and pious acts of the teachers of the law (scribes and members of the priestly order) who tithed everything but ignored the needs of widows and orphans.  Jesus’ criticism stung them and instilled in them a desire to get rid of this Jesus.  Although the various grouping of the teachers of the law were not known to work together, they came together to collaborate on how to deal with Jesus and get him out of their way.  Yet they knew they had to be careful because Jesus was popular and many considered him to be a prophet!

On one occasion they were confident that they had come up with the ideal trap: you can read the story in Luke 20: 20-26.   They began by flattering Jesus and complimenting him on his forthrightness, hoping that would set the trap for what they were going to ask. After which, they popped this question: “Is it right for us to pay taxes to Caesar or not?”  Specifically, they were referring to the notorious head tax which required was by all who were subject to Caesar.  It was positioned as a tribute to Caesar and it required the giving of a specific coin for that purpose – a denarius.   Each of Caesar’s subjects was required to pay a denarius, which represented one full day of labour.  On one side of the denarius coin was inscribed the image of Caesar and the reverse bore an inscription that basically honoured him as a god!  

Now the scribes figured if Jesus said ‘no’ to their question, then they would report him to the Roman Governor and have him arrested as a subversive.  But if Jesus answered “yes” to their question, then they would trap him with the basic commandment that said one must worship God alone and no other!  Either way, they figured they had Jesus trapped!

Now, what did Jesus do?  He began by asking them to show him the coin used for the head tax.  He then asked them whose image and inscription was on the coin.  When they answered that it was Caesar’s, then Jesus gave this answer: “Pay to Caesar what is Caesar’s but give to God what is God’s.”  Maybe your translation of the Bible doesn’t use exactly those words; however, I understand that in the original language Jesus specifically uses two different words to distinguish the giving to Caesar from the giving to God.  The first word has a sense of giving a tribute or paying a tax while the latter word is one of giving obedience or all of oneself, in the sense of a ‘life-offering’ to God.  Jesus basically says, meet the obligation to Caesar but don’t give him your heart and soul, rather, give that to God.

Now, what does this have to do with tithing?  Well I think for some tithing is ‘taxing’.  I’m sure that for many it feels like a duty or an act of obedience, “I have to do this because it is expected of me”.   With that kind of attitude it would feel like a tax and not a cheerful offering.  For the Israelites in Old Testament times, many might have thought of the tithe as an obligation or payment and even as a way to ensure a blessing from Yahweh – like in ‘having a margin on God!’  A tithe of the harvest (a tenth) simply was expected.  It may have been routine or even legalistic for many Jews.   

So what about us today?  Has writing out the cheque for the church and stuffing it in an envelope become an obligation that you routinely fulfill?  Does it feel like paying a tax?  You probably don’t have the same feeling when it comes to a freewill generous gift in response to an urgent need, or an appeal for help for a Christian ministry that tugs at your heart.  Generous giving is not just “paying”, unless, you do so more out of a sense of guilt or for other motives such as good public relations.  In that case it may feel like “paying” as it is becomes a way to appease your conscience or to establish a good image.  

In the Bible, the people of Israel were expected to tithe (which literally meant 10%) to provide for the Levite’s ministry in the temple, for the temple upkeep and running costs, and for benevolent responses to needs in the community (including providing for strangers).   In Jesus time the teachers of the law had made it a public ritual to display their self-righteous, pious religiosity.  They taught that the tithe was an obligation that obedient Jews must follow – by commandment.  Yet, Jesus observed that their tithing was heartless because they left widows and orphans neglected (Matt. 23:23).  So though their practice might be commendable (if not overdone) their intent had missed the mark of gratitude and compassion that God had put in place when He first instructed Moses to set aside the Levites and practice tithing.  Jesus affirmed that tithing was good, but not if it had the wrong motives and not at the cost of compassion and generousity to the needs very evident around them.  For the scribes, tithing seemed to be part of works righteousness that would assure them of a good standing with God.  Their tithing had a selfish intent and had less to do with having a heartfelt gratitude to God – a gratitude that expressed in love for God and love for fellow mankind!

It is my belief that tithing is a practice that is very healthy for a Christian – if done for the right reasons.  It is part of our spiritual disciplines and it must be seen as giving and not paying.  It has to have an intention of giving thanks to God.  Our gratitude acknowledges that it is God who enables the giving in the first place.  

So do tithe but let us not be legalistic about it.  If you are now not tithing, make it a goal to get to that level of giving over time – so that you will be tithing or going beyond it.  With a heart of gratitude, God is able to bless you and enable you to give a tithe of all you earn and beyond.  Make it your personal goal and lay your plan before the Lord – even if the steps you take today are small – just be honest with the Lord and work your plan.  When you stretch yourself beyond the planned gift (the tithe) it becomes generous giving.  Tithing and giving is best done as the first thing whenever you get paid.  Make a decision to then live on the leftovers, instead of ending up giving to God from the leftovers!

Stewardly Tip: Plan to tithe.  To start, Review what you’ve done in the past year; Reflect on God’s grace to you – after all it is He who enables you; and then Re-commit to give a tithe or beyond.  Do one more thing for your own accountability: Record it.

Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestions (by mail to Christian Courier or by email to my address below) and provide your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask you for more details. 
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