God’s Answers to a Skeptical Generation #6

“Income Tithe Evasion”

Malachi 3:6-12

Al Capone, sometimes known by the nickname “Scarface,” was an American gangster and businessman who attained notoriety during the Prohibition era as the co-founder and boss of the Chicago Outfit from 1925 to 1931. His seven-year reign as a crime boss ended when he was imprisoned at the age of 33. Though he was involved in smuggling, corruption, and even murder, the mighty, notorious Al Capone was brought down on the charge of…income tax evasion. (Yes, Virginia, there really was an Eliot Ness of The Untouchables.)

“Nice story,” you may be thinking, “but what does this have to do with Malachi?”

Good question. The charge of income tax evasion did not exist four centuries before Christ, but the indictment found in Malachi 3 comes very close. I call it income tithe evasion. 

The Principle of Tithing

Let us begin by seeing the principle of tithing as spelled out in Scripture. We begin in Genesis 4:1-5,
Adam lay with his wife Eve, and she became pregnant and gave birth to Cain. She said, “With the help of the Lord I have brought forth a man.” Later she gave birth to his brother Abel. Now Abel kept flocks, and Cain worked the soil. In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the Lord. But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor. So Cain was very angry, and his face was downcast. 

Cain and Abel were brothers who, like most siblings, showed different talents and interests. Cain was the farmer, while Abel liked animals more than he did crops, and found that he enjoyed raising cattle and sheep. When it came time to worship the Lord God, they each came with the fruits of their perspective labors.
Some fault Cain for bringing “fruits of the soil” as an offering. These claim that God rejected Cain’s sacrifice because it was not an slain animal. However, the context seems to indi​cate that the Lord disapproved of Cain’s offering because it was not much of a sacrifice! He brought “some of the fruits of the oil as an offering to the Lord.” At random he picked out a few odds and ends to give to God. Meanwhile, Abel picked “fat por​tions of some of the firstborns of his flock,” and double refer​ence to the choicest of the fold, Abel gave his best to God, while Cain simply gave whatever was leftover. And God was not pleased. 

We might compare this to serving leftovers to an important guest in our home. That would be unthinkable for many of us! How much more unthinkable when giving to God?
If I were to say that many in the church today were guilty of sacrilege, you might wonder what awful activity might be occurring. G. Campbell Morgan describes sacrilege as “offering God something which costs us nothing, because you think God is nothing.”
 When we give God just the change leftover in our pockets at the end of the week, we are being sacrilegious. We are telling God how much we think He is worth.
“Well,” you might say, “that speaks of giving ‘firstfruits’, but I didn’t hear anything about tithing.”
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.” Remember that God is speaking to a primarily agricultural society. Money was not as widely used as it is today, and much of the economic trade was done by trading goods, not currency. God demands a tithe of all that was grown by the people.

What is a “tithe”? The word tithe comes from an old English word meaning “tenth.” Therefore, God is commanding that we give one-tenth of all we earn to Him.
 How can He demand this? Because He owns it all! 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.

Where are these tithes to be directed? Numbers 18:21-24 provide the answer,
“I give to the Levites all the tithes in Israel as their inheritance in return for the work they do while serving at the Tent of Meeting. From now on the Israelites must not go near the Tent of Meeting, or they will bear the consequences of their sin and will die. It is the Levites who are to do the work at the Tent of Meeting and bear the responsibility for offenses against it. This is a lasting ordinance for the generations to come. They will receive no inheritance among the Israelites. Instead, I give to the Levites as their inheritance the tithes that the Israelites present as an offering to the Lord. That is why I said concerning them: ‘They will have no inheritance among the Israelites.’”

God intended for those who devote their lives to the minis​try to be supported by those who are served. Rather than making a fortune for themselves in the business world (or in the fields of those days), God wants His fu1l-time servants to tru1y be full-time in the ministry., so that they can devote their energies and efforts in His work.
Fina1ly, 1 Corinthians 16:1-4 give specific instructions about the regularity of our tithing.

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. Then, when I arrive, I will give letters of introduction to the men you approve and send them with your gift to Jerusalem. If it seems advisable for me to go also, they will accompany me.

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!
The Penalty of Theft

Unfortunately, the financial status of many congregations today is tenuous at best. They are barely hanging on, scraping in order to survive. Why? They are disobeying God. Malachi 3:6-9 speaks of those who failed to tithe, and it displays God’s response,
“I the Lord do not change. So you, O descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed. Ever since the time of your forefathers you have turned away from my decrees and have not kept them. Return to me, and I will return to you,” says the Lord Almighty.

“But you ask, ‘How are we to return?’ 

“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.” 

“I the Lord do not change.” Thus the being and character of God remains dependable and without any vacillation. Psalm 102:26–27 declares that while all else perishes and wears out, God “remains the same.” Israel owes her continued existence to that same unchanging purpose and character. Had not the Lord been gracious and patient, Israel would never have continued to exist. God had promised that he would never “change” his word of promise to Abraham and David in Psalm 89:34, where the word for “change” is the same one used in Malachi 3:6. How just and fair is our unchangeable God! Even when Israel “violated” the covenant God made with her, God refused to “violate” that same covenant. Little wonder, then, that our God is celebrated for his justice and judgments even when he was being accused of failing on both points.

In theology, this unchangeableness of God’s essential nature and character is called the immutability of God. People change, but God is consistent and faithful. He is “compassionate and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in faithful love and truth” (Exodus 34:6). Therefore, His people receive grace rather than what they deserve.

The Jews should have been grateful that God was unchanging in His nature, His purposes, and His promises, for if He were not, He would have consumed them for their sins. Twice Moses used this truth about God as his argument when he interceded for the nation (Exo. 33:12–23; Num. 14:11–21). The same principle applies to believers today, for 1 John 1:9 states that God is “faithful and just to forgive our sins.” God is faithful to His promises and just toward His Son who died for our sins that we might be forgiven.

In contrast, the people of Malachi’s day were being unfaithful. They didn’t see it, of course, as they rolled their eyes and said, “Whatever! What are you talking about?”

So God (through His prophet Malachi) laid it out: They were robbing God through not giving their tithes. These people were guilty of income tithe evasion! 

“Well, I’m glad we don’t have to worry about that today!” you may think. Not so fast! Consider these words from Tony Evans:

Statistics typically report that the average local church is supported by twenty percent of its members and that the average Christian gives less than three percent of his or her income to God. Many Christians, then, suffer from what I call “cirrhosis of the giver.” We cannot accomplish kingdom work when we steal from the kingdom.

God does not take being robbed very lightly. Ask Achan, who took that which was devoted to the Lord for himself, and paid for his crime with his life. Or Ananias and Saphirra, who in their greed concocted a plan to skimp on God while appearing to give God everything. Their lives were taken as well. This is not to say that the Lord will demand the life of everyone guilty of income tithe evasion. In fact, many believers live for years in this state. But there are two lesser penalties accompanying theft from God.
The first deals with personal ruin, God told the people of Malachi’s day that they were under a curse because of their delinquent tithes. As a result of such stingy giving—itself an indicator of their spiritual density—a curse rested on Israel and all that they did. They were cursed with crop failure, low yields, and barrenness. Israel was to make no mistake: it was God himself who had been defrauded; not the Levites or the religious institutions of Israel! Thus, no one robs God without robbing himself at the same time.
 
Proverbs 11:24 states, “One man gives freely, yet gains even more; another withholds unduly, but comes to poverty.” On the surface this may appear contradictory: one gains by giving, and the other loses by keeping? Yet this is a consistent, principle of spiritual reality—what is given is gained, and what is hoarded is lost.

How can this be? Because of the simple fact that God owns it all! And because He owns it all, He decides who receives what and when. When we are generous in our giving, then we are in His line of blessing. However, when we fail to be obedient, we will hear the words of the master in Matthew 25:28-29, “Take the talent from [the third slave] and give it to the one who has ten talents.” This will not only happen on Judgment Day alone. God can take from those who are disobedient on earth and give to those who will use His resources according to His desires.

In addition to the personal ruin from robbing God, there is the penalty of corporate ruin, the corporate body of believers known as the local church. Whenever the membership is negligent in their tithing, the ministry of the church is bound to suffer. Nehemiah 13:10-12 paints a picture of the effects of robbing God on the church body,

I also learned that the portions assigned to the Levites had not been given to them, and that all the Levites and singers responsible for the service had gone back to their own fields. So I rebuked the officials and asked them, “Why is the house of God neglected?” Then I called them together and stationed them at their posts.  All Judah brought the tithes of grain, new wine and oil into the storerooms. 

Remember what, we read earlier from Numbers: the Levites (those who worked full-time in the temple) were not to have their own fie1ds and arenas of business. They were to devote their entire selves to the ministry. But when the people refused to tithe, the Levites had to work in order to survive. Nehemiah saw this situation and rebuked the people for their laziness and disobedience.
Whenever the local ministry 1acks for funds, it cannot serve as it was intended to serve. Whenever a church must be told repeatedly to give in order to meet the monthly responsibilities of the body, it both turns away many non-Christians and it dis​tracts the believers from their works of service. As one writer puts it, “Ministry that costs nothing accomplishes nothing.”

Some might object, “I can’t afford to give ten percent!” I have but two questions for you: Who gives you all that you have—is it not the One who requires this tithe? He can make you to abound all the more if you are faithful (obedient) with what you have. Secondly, are you saying that you can afford to diso​bey God?
In actual fact, “God cannot bless the individual, church, or nation that can spare Him nothing.”
 If we are praying for God to bless us as individuals or as families, and if we are seeking to see the Lord’s blessing on this church, then we must be obedient to what we know He wants us to do. With regard to giving, that means faithful tithing.
The Prescription of Turning

Perhaps you look at your own life and have to admit that you are guilty of income tithe evasion. You realize that, by either ignorance or indifference or downright insolence you have failed to obey this command of the Lord. What do you do now?

Malachi 3:10-12 gives the prescription of turning,

“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 will prevent pests from devouring your crops, and the vines in your fields will not cast their fruit,” says the Lord Almighty. “Then all the nations will call you blessed, for yours will be a delightful land,” says the Lord Almighty. 

What is meant by “bring the whole tithe into the store​house?” It means that our tithes and offerings are to be brought to the place where our membership is established, our spiritual life is nourished, and our church privileges and enjoyed. If we give elsewhere, then it should be over and above the required tithe to the church.
 (Some refer to such extra giving as “offerings” in addition to the essential “tithe.”) There is nothing wrong with giving beyond our local church, but it should not take away from what we give to our primary spiritual home.

To put it simply, “In the philosophy of divine blessing there is no substitute for repentance and obedience.” What do I mean by repentance? “Repentance signifies a change of mind leading to a change of heart and life.”
 I recog​nize that I am doing wrong, and I determine to do right.
George Mallone writes in a chapter entitled, “Tithe If You Love Jesus—Anyone Can Honk,” “It may be popular to talk about fifty million born-again Christians, but statis​tics reveal that our pocket-books are still unbaptized.”

Have we allowed God’s Spirit to take control of every part of our lives except our money? Can we afford to continue to live in disobedience to God?

[closing prayer: 1 Chronicles 29:10-18, with revision]
Praise be to you, O Lord, from everlasting to everlasting. Yours, O Lord, is the greatness and the power and the glory and the majesty and the splendor, for everything in heaven and earth is yours. Yours, O Lord, is the kingdom; you are exalted as head over all. Wealth and honor came from you; you are the ruler of all things. In your hands are strength and power to exalt and to give strength to all. 

But who am I, and who are my people, that we should be able to give as generously as this? Everything comes from you, and we have given you only what comes from your hand… O Lord our God, as for all this abundance that we have provided for building you a church for your Holy Name, it comes from your hand, and all of it belongs to you. I know, my God, that you test the heart and are pleased with integrity. All these things we have given willfully and with honest intent. And now I have seen how will​ingly your people who are here have given to you, O Lord, and keep this desire in the hearts of your people forever, and keep their hearts loyal to you. Now, our God, we give you thanks and praise your glorious name. Amen.
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