Confronting Casual Christianity #3

“Casual Regarding Our Wealth”

Malachi 3:8-10
In our culture, talking about politics and religion is a sure way to end a conversation and turn off listeners. Most respectable folks shy away from these topics.

In our churches, preaching about money and sex accomplishes the same results. Thus, many respectable churches and preachers won’t touch these with the proverbial ten-foot pole. This morning, though, I am going out on a limb by taking on one of these spiritual taboos.

Relax…I’m preaching about money.

Seriously, why is it so difficult these days to preach about money? After all, over two thousand verses in the New Testament deal with money and possessions.
 Add to that the many references to the same in the Old Testament books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and many of the prophets, and there is a wealth (pun intended) of information about money to be found in God’s Word. Obviously it is a subject near to the heart of God. Yet many Christians do not have a clue about what God says on the subject, or even that He says anything at all about money!

I believe there are two reasons for this silence. The first has to do with preachers. Too many fall under the description of the apostle Paul as “men of corrupt mind, who have been robbed of the truth and who think that godliness is a means to financial gain” (1 Tim. 6:5). These modern-day hucksters dupe their audiences into giving them lots of money by promising them that God will give more in return for their gifts. And so preachers have developed a poor reputation when it comes to monetary issues.

It’s like the story told of three preachers discussing how they determine the amount of the church’s offering they keep and how much goes to the Lord’s work. The first one said, “After church is over and everyone has left, I go to a room behind the sanctuary where I’ve drawn a three-foot circle in the middle of the floor. I stand in the circle, throw the offering in the air, and whatever lands inside the circle is mine, and whatever lands outside the circle is God’s.”

The second one said, “I do much the same thing, but whatever lands inside the circle is God’s and whatever lands outside the circle is mine.”

The third one shook his head and said, “Well, I do something similar. After everyone has left I take the offering to a back room and throw it into the air, and I figure that whatever God wants, He’ll keep for Himself…”

(I want to remind everyone that there is no back room behind our sanctuary!)

The second reason why we don’t hear much on the subject has to do with congregations. Few subjects strike closer to home than money. Many take the attitude of, “I work hard for what I have, and I should be able to do with it as I please!” This may be a very American attitude, but it is not a very Christian attitude when it comes to our wealth and possessions. Frankly, I believe too many Christians have become casual regarding their wealth. Or, I should say, our wealth, for I fear that too often I am one of them.

Maybe the best answer as to why we don’t hear the subject of money preached in our churches comes from Stephen Olford, who wrote, “I am convinced that the devil has caused the subject of giving to stir up resistance and resentment among God’s people.”
 
The Appropriate Amount


Most Christians who regularly attend church realize that they should give something toward the Lord’s work. The typical worship service includes the receiving of tithes and offerings, though some churches have removed this aspect of the service. (I remember as a youth my home church did not take offerings during the service, opting instead for offering boxes outside the sanctuary. Once, in a combined worship service with other churches in which an offering was to be taken, the guest preacher said, “Now for you folks in Tallmadge, these are not hubcaps…this is called an offering.”) 


But what is the appropriate amount a Christian should give to the Lord? I believe we should begin with a word often used in conjunction with offerings: tithe. What is a tithe? Simply put, a tithe is one-tenth of the total amount. In the Old Testament, Leviticus 27:30 sets forth the command, “A tithe of everything from the land, wheth​er grain from the soil or fruit from the trees, belongs to the Lord, it is holy to the Lord.” The Israelites were expected to bring one tenth of the first of their harvest to the tabernacle (and later the temple) in order to support the work of the priests and Levites there.


Of course, the Israelites back then were no different than people today. They thought they could get away with skimping on their obligations to the Lord. Malachi 3:8-9 speaks of people who failed to tithe, and it also displays God’s response,

[The Lord said,] “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.” 

Every now and then we may hear of a celebrity being charged with income tax evasion for failing to pay what they owe the government. These people in Malachi’s day were guilty of income tithe evasion! God called it something else: robbery. And this robbery was not against the church; it was against God Himself.

There were repercussions for this robbery as well. They were under a curse, one that can best be described in the words of Haggai 1:6-11,

“You have planted much, but have harvested little. You eat, but never have enough. You drink, but never have your fill. You put on clothes, but are not warm. You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes in it.” …“You expected much, but see, it turned out to be little. What you brought home, I blew away. Why?” declares the Lord Almighty. “Because of my house, which remains a ruin, while each of you is busy with his own house. Therefore, because of you the heavens have withheld their dew and the earth its crops. I called for a drought on the fields and the mountains, on the grain, the new wine, the oil and whatever the ground produces, on men and cattle, and on the labor of your hands.”

These folks were living with less because of their disobedience. The same is true today. Simply put, whenever we rob God, we always rob ourselves.
 Wiersbe explains,

To begin with, we rob ourselves of the spiritual blessings that always accompany obedience and faithful giving. But even more, the money that rightfully belongs to God that we keep for ourselves never stays with us. It ends up going to the doctor, the auto body shop, or the tax collector… If we don’t trust God to care for us, whatever we do trust will prove futile.
 

Returning to the question of the appropriate amount for giving to the church, many scholars insist that, since tithing per se is not mentioned in the New Testament, the Christian is no longer bound to give ten percent of his income to the church. I’m not sure I completely agree with that conclusion, but the New Testament does address the issue of giving to God’s work. 1 Corinthians 16:1-2 give specific instructions about the amount and the regularity of our giving.

Now about the collection for God’s people: Do what I told the Galatian churches to do. On the first day of every week, each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income, saving it up, so that when I come no collections will have to be made.

Paul commands the Corinthian church to bring in their tithes on a consistent basis (“every week”) so that no special collec​tions need to be; taken when the apostle arrived at the church. If the church today would obey this same command, there would not be the need for special offerings to be requested in order for the church to survive!

This text does not mention a specific percentage or amount, but rather says, “a sum of money in keeping with his income.” Elsewhere Paul writes, “Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give” (2 Cor. 9:7). This does not mean we can simply do as we please, but rather each case must be considered individually. As Morgan writes, “Some men have no business giving a tithe of their incomes—they cannot afford it—while other men rob God by giving only a tithe of their incomes.”
  It has been said of C. S. Lewis that, “(he) didn’t talk about percentage giving. He said the only safe rule is to give more than we can spare.”
 A classic example of this is found in Mark 12:41-44,

Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were put and watched the crowd putting their money into the temple treasury. Many rich people threw in large amounts. But a poor widow came and put in two very small copper coins, worth only a fraction of a penny.  Calling his disciples to him, Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything—all she had to live on.” 


Don’t get me wrong; I’m not suggesting that everyone should put his or her entire bank account or life savings into the offering plate! But this incident from the life of Christ shows that the appropriate amount may vary from individual to individual. God looks at more than the actual amount of the gift; He considers what the person has to begin with.


Remember what we said last week about worship: In worship we demonstrate what God is worth to us. That being said, “God cannot bless the individual, church, or nation that can spare Him nothing.”
  When we give God just the change leftover in our pockets at the end of the week, we are demonstrating how little God is worth to us.


We’ve been talking over the past few weeks about casual Christianity. One of the marks of casual Christianity is sacrilege. Morgan describes sacrilege as “offering God something which costs us nothing, because you think God is nothing.”
 By not giving to God an appropriate amount, we are guilty of being sacrilegious.

The Appropriate Attitude


Yet even more important than the appropriate amount in giving is the appropriate attitude in giving. How we give is every bit as important—if not more so—than how much we give. Paul deals with this in 2 Corinthians 9:6-7,

Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously. Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. 


Chuck Swindoll writes in his book, Living Above the Level of Mediocrity,

Hover for a moment over the key word, cheerful. In Greek it is the term hilaros, from which we get our word hilarious. It is such an unusual word it appears nowhere else in all the New Testa​ment… Literally, the sentence reads, “For the hilari​ous giver God prizes.” Do you know why He prizes the hilarious giver? Because the hilarious giver gives so generously. He has no special possession or gift or skill or amount of money that he grips tightly. No, when the heart is full of cheer, it is amazing how it causes the pockets to turn inside out. Unlike the mediocre majority, those who soar are full of joy that expresses itself in greathearted generosity.


Does this mean that we should all break out in uncontrolled laughter as the offering plates are passed? Not at all. But God’s Word describes the tithe as a testimony of God’s ownership.
 By giving a tithe we are acknowledging that God is the true Owner of all that we have and all that we are. By not tithing, we are failing to recognize His lordship in our lives.


We need to watch our attitudes in this regard, as the following illustration shows:

A certain Christian once said to a friend, “Our church costs too much. They are always asking for money.”
Her friend replied, “Some time ago a little boy was born in our home. He cost us a lot of money from the very beginning: he had a big appetite, he needed clothes, medicine, toys, and even a puppy. Then he went to school and cost a lot more; later he went to college, and began dating, and that cost a small fortune! But in his senior year he died, and since his funeral he hasn’t cost us a penny. Now which situation do you think we would rather have?”

After a significant pause the friend continued, “As long as the church lives it will cost. When it dies for lack of support it won’t cost us anything. A living church has the most vital message for the world today, therefore I am going to give and pray with everything I have to keep our church alive.”

You see, ministry that costs nothing accomplishes nothing.
 If we want to see God’s Kingdom on earth grow, if we want to see our local church reach out beyond ourselves, to go on after we’ve been called home to heaven, then a price must be paid.

“But why do I have to give to God?” someone might object. “Why does He need my money?” Since God made and owns everything, He doesn’t need anything that we can bring Him. But when we obey His Word and bring our gifts as an act of worship with grateful hearts, it pleases him.
 
I say this not to make us feel guilty. Paul did not write, “God loves the guilty giver,” but rather, “God loves the glad giver.” If the only reason we give is because we will feel guilty if we don’t, then something is wrong in our relationship to God. (I would say the same in a marriage relationship: If the only reason we do things for our spouse is because we would feel badly if we didn’t, then we need to take stock of our love and commitment to our spouse!)


First John 4:19 says simply, “We love because he first loved us.” Our love for God is a response to His love for us. We can never repay His love for us, but we can reflect it back to Him.

I believe the same is true in our giving. We give because He first gave to us. We can never repay all that He has given to us, but by giving back a portion, we acknowledge that He is the source of all that we have, we trust Him to provide for our every need, and we want to see His Kingdom grow on earth.

When that is the attitude of our heart, the amount is not as crucial. We will give gladly and generously to the Lord and His work, and He will be pleased with whatever we give when our attitude is appropriate.

The Anticipated Aftermath


When we give an appropriate amount with an appropriate attitude, what can we expect as a result? The Bible speaks of the anticipated aftermath of such giving, though it has been often misinterpreted and distorted by those who have ulterior motives behind their emphasis on giving.


The Lord ends his remarks through Malachi in Malachi 3:10,

“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.”


I realize this may sound like those televangelists saying, “If you send me a hundred dollars, God will give you a thousand!” But this is not the case at all. God is not guaranteeing to match your financial gift with ten times as much in return. The blessings He promises are not always material, and if we think we can con God into making us rich by giving to His church, we are sadly mistaken!


Returning to Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 9:8-11,

And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work. As it is written: “He has scattered abroad his gifts to the poor; his righteousness endures forever.” Now he who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will also supply and increase your store of seed and will enlarge the harvest of your righteousness. 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.

Once again, some folks will hear those words, “You will be made rich…” and that’s all they hear! But notice how the sentence continues: “You will be made rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion…” God never blesses us as an end in itself; He only blesses us so that we may in turn bless others! Paul is not saying here, “The more you give, the more you get,” as some false teachers claim. Rather he is saying, “The more you give, the more God will allow you to give.” 

This issue of finances is an important one for the Christian. One author writes,  

Show me your checkbook, and I’ll tell you something about your faith…. Nothing announces our priorities more sharply than the way we open our wallets and checkbooks.


If someone came and performed an audit on our finances over the past year (or ten!), what would they conclude about our priorities? What would they think about our commitment to God? 

Most importantly, what are we telling God about what He is worth to us based on our giving?
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