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2 Corinthians 8 & 9





Ten for Ten ~ January 9, 2005

Tithing: the First Step in Giving

God’s Word for us today comes from 2 Corinthians 8:1-14, which has already been read.    

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

A missionary in Chile had faithfully been proclaiming the Word of God to the people whom he served.  They were a very poor people.  Like the Macedonians, poverty was something with which they were well acquainted.

Because he was wrestling with something and didn’t know what it was, one of his conversations with the Lord went something like this: “Lord, what is it in addition to justification by faith alone?  What is it, in addition to proclaiming Jesus Christ, crucified for our sins?  Besides the empty tomb and the words, ‘He is not here; He is risen,’ what is it that I’m not telling these people from Your Word.  What am I missing?”  

Then, after months of wrestling in lots of Word and prayer, he came to one thing that he felt the Lord wanted him to do that he had not done.  And it really bothered him to have to do this.  The people were very poor and they had a hard time just scratching out a living.  However, he felt compelled by the Holy Spirit to teach his people about the tithe—returning ten percent and more to the Lord.  

So he got up in the pulpit on the next Sunday, feeling just awful about it, yet compelled to do so in order to preach the whole Word of God in its truth and purity, and he proclaimed the tithe.

The next week the people came back.  The pastor hadn’t given much thought about the logistics.  But they came back, and at the time of the offering they put their chickens on the altar, they put their eggs on the altar, they put some of their crops on the altar.  They put the clothes that they had woven and the leather goods they had made on the altar.  The altar was just heaping with the gifts from this small group of very poor people.

After the service was over, still feeling guilty for taking these things from these poor people, the pastor took some things and distributed them among the poorest of the community.  Some of it he was able to sell, and he raised some money from the proceeds to provide for some things the church had long needed, but had just been doing without.

Sunday after Sunday they came back again, and again, with their offerings.  And then, the people, along with the pastor, began to realize that the Lord was really blessing them.  Their crops were abundant; the harvest bountiful.  It got to the point that the communities around them were buying things from them because for the first time, they had more than they needed for themselves.  

They were making money now.  Now they were not only bringing some of the firstfruits and the tithe from their goods and what they had made off the land, but they were also bringing offerings of money as well.  It was an incredible turnaround for this small congregation gathered together in the Lord’s name in Chile.  All because the pastor was faithful to proclaim the whole counsel of God.

I stand before you today as a pastor like that missionary who’s wrestled and who’s struggled, who’s prayed and studied the Word of God with regard to bringing before you this Sunday and next Sunday messages about tithing ten percent and more.  Doing this, I realize that while no one here is as poor as those people in Chile, none of you are extremely wealthy either.  Many of you live on fixed incomes.  Most of you have your own families to take care of.

I’m also very aware, and I hope you are, too, that, in the Old Testament, the tithe was the requirement.  You were required by the law to give ten percent or more, and believe me, they gave more.  In the New Testament, it is not a requirement of the law to give the ten percent, but Paul wrote, “You will be made rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion, and through us your generosity will result in thanksgiving to God” (2 Corinthians 9:11).

By way of introduction to our text, I want to mention some thoughts that I ran across from a man name Bill Asceim who wrote a book about growing churches.  He wrote that it seemed to him that the 20 percent of the people who are really giving generously are having 80 percent of the enjoyment of giving in their congregations.  Then he went on to say that the people he knows who are generous givers are happy people.  They’re not hurting.  They’re not suffering.  They really know how to live life.  He then said he’s never known a tither who didn’t know how to live, who didn’t know how to enjoy life.

Reading this, I realized that pastors do their people an injustice when they fail to preach about the good stewardship of money.  I pray that as we read and learn what Scripture has to say to us on this subject, we’ll rejoice in the foundation God has built for us to stand upon; and that we’ll become the kind of givers He desires us to be—givers who honor and please Him and give glory to His name.

Now, what did Paul have to say to us?  One of the first things that struck Paul was that these people from the Macedonian church did not give as he had expected them to give.  They gave themselves first to the Lord.  

What does it mean to give yourself to the Lord, to really give yourself to the Lord?  (Pause)  When it comes to giving, I think it means that you recognize God’s ownership of everything in your life—everything, including yourself.  That’s right.  When you were baptized, you became a child of God.  God put His name on you and claimed you as His own.  He has every right to, after all, He not only created you, He paid the price to redeem you from your sins.  

There’s a story about a man who had a beautiful pearl for sale that illustrates this point.  It was just an exquisite pearl.  Someone came along and said, “I want to buy that pearl; I’ve got to have it.  How much is it?” he asked.

The seller responded, “Well, how much do you have?”

He answered, “Well, not a whole lot.  Will I be able to afford it?”

“Everyone can afford it,” replied the seller.  “How much do you have?”

“Well, I’ve got $10,000 in the bank.  Is that enough?”

“What else do you have?”

The man reached into his pocket.  “Oh, you mean like in my wallet.  Let me see… I have 5, 10, 15, 20, 30, 40, 60, 80, $100.”

“Fine.  I’ll take it.  What else do you have?”

“That’s it.”

“Well, where do you live?”

“Oh, in my house.”

“Great.  I’ll take your house.”

“My house, too?  Does that mean I’ll have to live in my camper?”

“Oh, you have a camper!”

“Yeah.”

“Good.  I’ll take it, too.”

“That means I’ll have to sleep in my car.”

“Oh, you have a car?”

“Well, actually I have two.”

“I’ll take them both.”

“Well, that’s it.  I don’t have anything else.”

The seller asked, “Are you alone in this world?”

“No,” replied the man. “I have a wonderful wife and three children.”

“I’ll take them, too.”

“Well, that would mean I’d be left all alone.”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you,” the seller exclaimed, “I want you too!  You belong to me.  Everything that you have belongs to me.  It’s mine, but I’m going to let you use it.  I’m going to give it back to you to use to take care of yourself and your family, and use some of it for my work and to help out your neighbors.”

That’s what it means to give yourself first to the Lord: to recognize His ownership, which begins with baptism, with faith in Jesus Christ, and trust in Him alone for salvation.

What else did Paul see?  When he looked at those Macedonian Christians, he said, “They are giving beyond their ability.  They were generous givers, very generous givers.”  Other people were observing them and saying, “Wow!  Where did all this come from?  It sure doesn’t look like they could do all this.”

I’m sure the missionary in Chile was thinking similar thoughts.  “Where’s all this coming from?!”  Or better yet, a question for us might be, “What enabled them to give like that?”

The same thing that enables you and me to give like that.  Let me illustrate:

There was a Man who found a treasure hidden in a field.  He hid it again, and then in His joy went and sold all He had and bought that field.  Then He returned to make that treasure His very own.

You might recognize that story.  It’s the Parable of the Hidden Treasure, one of a series of parables that Jesus told His disciples to help them understand the secrets of the kingdom of heaven.  Studying the parable, we discover that the Man who found the hidden treasure is Jesus Christ.  Only He could find treasure hidden in this sinful world.  Only Jesus could give up everything He had to purchase the whole world so He could get that treasure. 


That’s what motivates us.  You see, despite all appearances to the contrary, you and I are part of that treasure.  That’s the way God sees us because Christ has won forgiveness for us.  As He told the people of Israel through Moses, “For you are a people holy to the Lord your God.  The Lord your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be His people, His treasured possession.”


In order to claim us as His treasured possession, Christ gave up all that He had.  Though He was rich, yet for our sakes He became poor, so that through His poverty we might become rich.  He willingly sacrificed everything—His power, majesty, even His own life—to pay for the sins of the whole world.  With His blood He purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation to be a kingdom and priests to serve God.  To get His treasure, Christ bought the whole field.  When we are brought to faith in Christ through the power of His Holy Spirit, this treasure of the kingdom of heaven is ours as well.  

This kingdom is not yet clearly visible to the world.  It is not present now in all of its future glory, but hidden in the simple, humble, and often even among the ungodly, their evil actions, or tragic catastrophes like the Far East tsunami.  

That’s the way God works.  The Savior came to earth as a child.  His ministry revolved around quiet service and obedience.  He died the death of a criminal and outcast.  But Christ’s resurrection signaled God’s acceptance of the His atoning sacrifice as payment for the sins of the world.  From this humble beginning, this kingdom of heaven continues to grow by God’s grace.  

Through otherwise ordinary means—words proclaimed, water poured, bread and wine served—the Holy Spirit works within us to help us to become more Christ-like.  Through these Word and Sacraments, the grace of God that is given to each and every one of us by the power of the indwelling Holy Spirit enables us to be people different than what we ever imagined we could be.

The Holy Spirit alive in our hearts can change us, transform us.  We’re not a people who are getters; we’re givers.  We’re transformed from people who keep score into people who are forgetters.  We’re people who’re not superstars in our own right, but rather, we’re servants of our Lord and of one another.  

God’s grace enables us to give beyond our ability.  He’s changed us.  We’re different, never to be the same again.

God’s grace also enables us to be cheerful givers.  The Lord loves a cheerful giver and would rather that we not give under compulsion or guilt or because we think we have to.  He wants to change our “have to” into an “I want to.”  

If fact, it’s the difference between Old Testament tithing and New Testament tithing and giving.  You see, in the Old Testament, a believer was required to give 10 percent or more.  In the New Testament, it’s by the grace of God that one gives whatever he gives.  The tithe that Old Testament law required was always met by God’s faithful people.  In fact, it was more than met.  When we read carefully the Old Testament Scriptures, we find that their tithes and offerings add up to about 23 percent of their income during the course of a year.  Talk about sacrificial giving!

Unfortunately, a recent survey revealed that today Christians give, on average 2.5 percent.  The reason that’s so sad is that it would appear that the requirement of the law was accomplishing more than the power of grace through the Gospel which proclaims Jesus Christ as the One who purchased us as His treasure, who causes us to be transformed, who motivates us to cheerfully give in a way that’s far beyond what anyone could ever imagine.

When I think of cheerful giving, this is what I imagine: I imagine people writing out their checks at home and just kind of dancing after they finish.  I picture people putting money in the envelope and saying, “ALL RIGHT!”  I picture people chuckling to themselves to think that God could’ve possibly enabled them to be so generous.  That’s cheerful giving.  

I wonder—when the offering plate goes by, are you smiling?  In order to be cheerful givers somehow our pocketbook, our envelope, our dropping that offering in the plate, our use of time and talents need to bring a smile to our faces.  

Oh, I see that smile.  I see it when gifts are being purchased and wrapped.  I see it when clothes for the refugees are being piled up, when a bunch of guys get together to build a garage, when people donate for a benefit to help one of our members, when you put your arm around someone who needs comfort and assurance, when you tell someone about how much you love your church.  I see cheerful giving of time and talents and treasures all around me.  

Maybe, once and awhile, we could smile when we put our money into the offering plate, too.  It’s a thought, just a thought.

Maybe we’ve lost, however, some of the enthusiasm, the excitement, just the heartfelt joy of the first Easter morning.  The women went to the tomb, and, when they got there, they were frightened, but they heard the message: “He is not here; He is risen!”  Maybe we’ve forgotten the great price that Jesus paid so that He could come back for us and say, “Because I live, you also will live.”  
Maybe we’ve lost some of the joy and excitement that’s ours as the Holy Spirit through Word and Sacrament changes things and opens our eyes to see things differently than we’ve seen them before, to discover treasures that have been hidden right in plain sight.  Only then can we have the joy of the resurrected Lord, the joy of being people who’ve also been raised up, and who daily rejoice in the effects of our baptism.  For it’s only by God’s grace, His forgiveness, and His Holy Spirit, that we can do those things we’ve never done before.  Only by God’s grace, can we give ourselves first to the Lord.  Only by God’s grace, can we given beyond our ability.  Only by God’s grace can we give cheerfully.  

May God grant His grace to work so powerfully in your life and in mine that we might continue to see new horizons for our growth as Christian stewards.  May God enable us to thank Him for all He does for us and for all the gifts He gives us in service to His people.  May God’s Holy Spirit continue to work faith within us and to stir us up for acts of love for others.  May God grant this to us all.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.
