
Sermon 154: Romans 12:8: The Gift of Giving: Part Two
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INTRODUCTION

There are those who have the gift to give, but all Christians have the responsibility to give 
and be faithful with their finances.  Your salary is not your hard earned cash which gives you
licence to blow it according to your fancy.  Your sweat and suffering in work is not 
something that gives you right of possession it is merely a negative effect of the fall on work
and is part and parcel of our portion this side of eternity.  No, everything you have is from 
God, your job, your ability to earn, your paycheck, and it is entrusted to you for His 
purposes.  God seeks for you to provide for your family, to support the needy, to give to 
spreading of the word and other things that fulfil His will.  Under the OT in Israel, the Land 
was the Lord’s and the blessing of God was the root of all owning.  Tithing was a law given 
to the people of God in the OT where they gave a portion of their money and harvests to 
the Lord.  There are many Christians who speak in terms of a Christian’s responsibility to 
tithe.  Must a Christian tithe?  Is it a law that Christians should give 10% of their income to 
the church? 

Today we continue looking at the biblical teaching on giving.  We want to do two things.  
Firstly, we want to see exactly what the bible teaches on tithing, and then look at NT 
principles for giving.  

Tithing1

‘Will a man rob God?’  Malachi asks this question in relation to tithing to the Israelites in 
Malachi 3:8.  Many times has this line been used to impress upon Christians that they are to 
be giving 10% of their income to the church.  But this is an OT text and we are no longer in 
the OT so does this still apply?  Let us scan the relevant texts to see whether this is the 
case.  

In establishing any teaching from the bible you have to see its development from Genesis to
Revelation.  We know that God commanded the Israelites to tithe under Moses, but was 
there a command to tithe before Moses?  When we look at things like marriage, we can see 
that they are still relevant to the NT believer, not only because Moses commanded it but 
because it was established in Eden, and has a continuing practice until Moses and is 
reaffirmed in the NT.  Does tithing have the same pedigree?  When we scan the Pre-Mosaic 
era on the topic of tithing we find 3 possibly relevant texts.  Genesis 4:4; 14:20 and 28:22.  
Gen. 4:4, ‘and Abel also brought of the firstborn of his flock and of their fat portions. And 
the LORD had regard for Abel and his offering.’  Some have thought that this is possibly a 
tithe, but the text nowhere indicates it, and the rejection of Cain’s sacrifice has more to do 
with, faith, blood and the right heart than whether the right percentage was offered.
  

1 I have been very helped by two journal articles: Andreas J. Kostenberger and David A. Croteau, ‘Will a Man 
Rob God?’ (Malachi 3:8): A Study in Tithing in the Old and New Testaments; and , Reconstructing a Biblical 
Model for Giving: A Discussion of Relevant Systematic Issues and New Testament Principles.  



Gen 14:18-20, ‘And Melchizedek king of Salem brought out bread and wine. (He was priest 
of God Most High.) 19 And he blessed him and said, "Blessed be Abram by God Most High, 
Possessor of heaven and earth; and blessed be God Most High, who has delivered your 
enemies into your hand!"  And Abram gave him a tenth of everything.’  Abraham upon 
rescuing Lot back from his captivity  is attended on by the priest Melchizedek, and in 
response to his victory, he gives a tenth of his plunder to the priest.  This cannot be used to
make a universal law of tithing for the following reasons.  There is evidence that Abraham 
did not invent tithing, but that religious offerings were normal at the time.  Second, this is a 
single instance occasioned by plunder in battle not regular giving.  Third, when the Mosaic 
law finally regulates what portion of plunder should be given, Abraham is not followed as a 
norming norm, 1 in 500 not 1 in 10 is God’s requirement, Numbers 31:27-29.  

Gen. 28:20-22, ‘Then Jacob made a vow, saying, "If God will be with me and will keep me in
this way that I go, and will give me bread to eat and clothing to wear, 21 so that I come 
again to my father's house in peace, then the LORD shall be my God, 22 and this stone, 
which I have set up for a pillar, shall be God's house. And of all that you give me I will give 
a full tenth to you."’  Jacob, who is probably unconverted at this point has had his Jacob’s 
ladder vision.  He responds with fear, makes conditional promises which are not full of faith 
and certainty, and as part of his vow he makes the promise of a tenth of his goods.  This 
too does not bear the weight of prescribing a norm.  we have no record of Jacob honouring 
his vow, the ‘ifs’ detract from it being normative, and so we would understand this verse as 
the others, that they are descriptive of occasional giving, but not prescriptive of giving a 
regulated tenth.

Then we come to the Mosaic law, and here we do have laws being laid out.  Necessary to 
keep in mind at this point in redemptive history is that these laws function as part of a 
shadow pointing to Christ, as part of a temple and sacrificial system no longer functioning, 
and as integral to the land of Israel.  There are texts in the law which teach us about 3 
distinct tithes that were given by the Israelite.  These relate to the Levitical tithe, the festival
tithe and the poor tithe.  

Tithes were brought by the people of Israel to the temple in order to compensate and 
support the Levites.  Numbers 18:21-24, ‘"To the Levites I have given every tithe in Israel 
for an inheritance, in return for their service that they do, their service in the tent of 
meeting, 22 so that the people of Israel do not come near the tent of meeting, lest they 
bear sin and die. 23 But the Levites shall do the service of the tent of meeting, and they 
shall bear their iniquity. It shall be a perpetual statute throughout your generations, and 
among the people of Israel they shall have no inheritance. 24 For the tithe of the people of 
Israel, which they present as a contribution to the LORD, I have given to the Levites for an 
inheritance. Therefore I have said of them that they shall have no inheritance among the 
people of Israel."’  So the Israelite was commanded to tithe out of all their produce from the
land and their herds.  Harvests could be redeemed by adding 20% cash value to them in 
their stead, and the money given to the Levites, but tithes from the herds could not be 
redeemed, Lev. 27:30-33.  The Levites in turn tithed to support the priests.  

The fact that the Levites received tithes because they had no land inheritance and as 
compensation of their priestly services make it very difficult to try and bring this into the NT 
where the church does not inhabit the land, and we are all priests.  The NT gives us 
different grounds to support ministers in the church than simply copying and pasting the 
tithe laws of the OT.  



The second tithe given every year was the festival tithe, record of this is found in 
Deuteronomy 14:22-27. This tithe was a portion of your produce set aside for the purposes 
of enjoying it as a feast with your family in God’s presence.  You would keep a tithe, as 
provision for a feast when every family in Israel would gather for a national potluck meal.  If
you lived too far away to bring your meal, you would sell it for cash and use the cash to buy
feast provisions and you enjoyed it as an act of worship.  This part of your giving was a 
benefit to your family and facilitated an act of worship.  Levites were to be invited to the 
feast as well.  

Then we have the poor tithe, and this happened every third year, this is mentioned in Deut. 
14:28-29.  The focus of this tithe was the Levite, the foreigner, the orphan and the widow.  

So all in all there were three tithes, 2 every year with every third year a third tithe.  So with 
10% for the Levite, then 10% after that for the festival tithe, then every third year another 
tithe.  This is about 23% of your income each year.  If you add the gleanings of your fields, 
the temple tax and free will offerings, 25% of your earnings would be given to God.  This is 
important to note for those who want to say that they OT laws still apply.  The rest of the 
OT mentions of tithing are to reinstitute it after it had been neglected.  In 2 Chron. 31 
Hezekiah reinstitutes it.  There are several mentions in Nehemiah 10-13 of it being 
reinstituted.  It would have been during this time that Malachi would have written about it.  
And in Amos 4:4 we have an incidental reference to it.  

The NT has no real information to add.  There are only 3 references to it and they are all to 
Jews under the law, or historical descriptions.  Matt. 23:23, ‘"Woe to you, scribes and 
Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cumin, and have neglected the 
weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness. These you ought to have 
done, without neglecting the others.’  Here Jesus acknowledges tithing as a proper part of 
the law, though lesser.  Luke 18:11-12, ‘The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: 
'God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like 
this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.'’  This is an incidental 
detail to portraying a religious hypocrite.  Heb. 7:1-10 records Abraham’s tithe to 
Melchizedek to prove that Christ’s Melchizedekian priesthood is greater than the Levitical 
priesthood.  We have already established this is not normative for the NT saint.    

Nowhere do we find Jesus or Paul commanding NT believers after the law is fulfilled to give 
a tithe in the OT fashion.  Nor do we find a creation norm for tithing like we do for Marriage 
and 1 day in 7 for worship.  Nor are we like Israel a nation with a land supporting a 
priesthood and temple system.  So are we off the hook?  Does the bible say nothing about 
giving?  Indeed it does.  

Giving

As with many ethical issues in the NT, the bible does not give us a set of laws but instead 
address specific situations from a particular worldview.  This frustrates those who don’t like 
to think and want to be spoon fed and treated like children.  Instead the principles of our 
behaviour are derived from principles more often than precepts.  For example, Can a 
Christian use heroin?  There is no clear prohibition against heroin, but there are commands 
against drunkenness, the expectation of self-control and a call to put to death the old man 
that lived according to addiction not the will of God.  The wonderful thing about a principle 
is that it can take various forms and not only fit into one situation.  For example, let’s think 
about dress.  The Bible does not order us to wear a uniform, but instead it encourages 
modesty and propriety.  So when someone is a Christian in India or New Zealand, there is 



the freedom to adjust their dress to the situation though both may be applying the same 
principles.  This is how the Bible speaks to us about giving, there are principles which we 
follow but there is not a one size fits all percentage that is issued like a tax.  

Firstly, let me outline the 3 areas of giving that were focused on in the NT.  Giving to the 
poor, giving to support missions, and giving to support ministers are three repeated areas of
giving.  One of the most important verses on giving to the poor is Matt. 6:2-3, ‘"Thus, when 
you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the 
synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others. Truly, I say to you, they 
have received their reward. 3 But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand 
know what your right hand is doing.’  All point out that the word ‘when’ not ‘if’ is used by 
Christ.  Giving to the needy is not optional.  One of the things that was taught in the OT 
that carries through with no abeyance is providing for the poor.  There was indeed a tithe 
set apart for the poor, Jesus taught us to give to the poor, and in the early church we see 
gospel shaped giving to the poor that exceeded all giving to the poor to that point.  In fact 
the early church was so diligent in giving to the poor, that we have these words, ‘There was 
not a needy person among them,’ Acts 4:34.  James which was probably the earliest letter 
written in the NT puts it this way, James 1:27, ‘Religion that is pure and undefiled before 
God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself 
unstained from the world.’  When putting off the old man and putting on the new Paul puts 
it this way, Eph. 4:28, ‘Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest 
work with his own hands, so that he may have something to share with anyone in need.’  
One of the purposes of our work is to reach out to those in need.  

In many situations today the poor are despised and not served.  The poor are there because
to some they think they are being punished.  Or because they belong to a class of people 
who are inferior.  Some see the poor as those who bring things on themselves and not 
those who work hard like themselves.  Christianity has a built in desire to serve the poor.  
Since Christ who was rich became poor for us, because He came to the unworthy, those 
who would never be able to work themselves out of the gutter, in fact those who chose to 
wallow in the gutter, Christians have every incentive to give to the poor.  This begins with 
Christians making sure that other Christians are not in need, but also extends in society in 
general.  This would have been done by Christians bringing their gifts to the church and 
through the elders and deacons, those gifts would have gone to those in need.  

A second type of giving referred to in the NT is when Christians gave to partner with Paul in 
missions, in the spread of the gospel.  A key text is Phil. 4:14-20.  One of the purposes Paul 
has in writing to the Philippians is to thank them for their ongoing support of his missionary 
endeavours.  V15 shows their part, ‘And you Philippians yourselves know that in the 
beginning of the gospel, when I left Macedonia, no church entered into partnership with me 
in giving and receiving, except you only.’  Notice how Paul describes his relationship with the
Philippians as a partnership.  By their giving in funds to support his missionary efforts they 
now have a part in his work and they are partners.  Not only had they given once, but 
repeatedly, when he was being persecuted in Thessalonica, v16, and even as he writes 
when he is in prison, v18.  Paul speaks about such work on the part of the Philippian church
as ‘a fragrant offering, a sacrifice acceptable and pleasing to God.’  Paul expects churches to
participate with him in the work.  We can see this clearly in Romans 15:20-24, ‘and thus I 
make it my ambition to preach the gospel, not where Christ has already been named, lest I 
build on someone else's foundation, 21 but as it is written, "Those who have never been 
told of him will see, and those who have never heard will understand."  This is the reason 
why I have so often been hindered from coming to you. 23 But now, since I no longer have 
any room for work in these regions, and since I have longed for many years to come to you,



24 I hope to see you in passing as I go to Spain, and to be helped on my journey there by 
you, once I have enjoyed your company for a while.’  Paul wants to plant churches where 
none have been planted.  He seeks to go to Spain after delivering money to Jerusalem.  He 
tells the Romans that he will be stopping at Rome so that they can help him on the next leg 
of the journey.  It is assumed on his part that they will support his venture to plant churches
among the unreached.  This should shape what we expect to give our money to today.  

The third area of giving is support for those in the ministry.  Paul makes his biggest 
argument to support those in ministry in 1 Cor. 9:4-11.  In this chapter Paul is defending his
rights as an apostle in order to show how those rights can be given up in service of others.  
He seeks to use his right to material support and his waving of it in their case, as an 
example for them to give up their rights, even to eating meat if it will cause a brother in 
Christ to stumble.  He claims that he has the right to food and drink, that is basic provisions 
provided as a result of his ministry.  And even the right to take along a believing wife as the 
other apostles do.  But it is these very things that he has sacrificed so that the Gospel can 
prosper.  Paul goes on to use two types of arguments to show that these things are his 
right.  Firstly, he argues from nature.  He uses the illustration of the soldier who fights for 
wages, not who pays to fight.  He uses the illustration of the viticulturalist, the one who 
grows grapes, that he eats from what he has planted.  And the shepherd who gets 
provisions from what he has reared.  The plowman and thresher likewise work in order to 
enjoy the harvest of their labours.  He is putting these points forward to defend his right as 
a minister to receive financial provision from the Church.

Then he uses some arguments of Scripture, he quotes Deut 25:4 to show that oxen who 
work also get to eat, and applies it to the minister, an argument of, from the lesser to the 
greater.  And he uses the practice of the priests eating from the sacrifices brought to God, 
to justify that the minister is allowed to get his support from the gifts of the Church.  
Altogether that is five illustrations to prove one point, why does he labour the point so?  It is
probably because people are always suspicious of ministers who talk about their rights to 
money, they are seen as greedy.  Paul has to argue with all the reasonable arguments he 
can find so that his logic will not be seen to be justifying a selfish agenda.  It is because of 
these verses here by Paul, especially verse 14, that we as a Church practice paying the 
minister from the weekly giving.  Paul says it again in Gal. 6:6, ‘One who is taught the word 
must share all good things with the one who teaches.’  

Another area of giving stressed is to provide for one’s family.  1 Tim. 5:8, ‘But if anyone 
does not provide for his relatives, and especially for members of his household, he has 
denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.’

So should a Christian give a tenth?  We have shown that a tenth really is not representative 
of what the OT Jew would give, they more like 25%.  But the truth is that all that we are 
and have is God’s, we are stewards and we are to live out lives of love which give as Christ 
has given to us.  We have seen that Christians in the early church gave to the poor, they 
gave to support missions and to support their ministers.  They gave to support their 
families.  But we see other verses informing how giving was done.  We see Paul telling the 
Corinthians to set aside money every Lord’s Day when they met for worship, 1 Cor. 16:1-2.  
On the basis of this Christians have incorporated giving into the worship service.  The 
reason why you are asked to stand from time to time is to remind us that our giving is an 
act of worship.  We are to give as an act of worship, but also in accordance with our means,
in other words, those who have more can give more.  The giving is to be voluntary and it is 
to be cheerful.  As Christians we are faced with a humanistic capitalistic consumerism.  This 
basically says, I have MY money to spend on whatever I want.  Christian giving is God 



centred not man centred seeing money as a tool for worship and loving our neighbours not 
self-fulfillment.  The Christian agrees that God has given the gift of ownership but it is not 
an ownership that removes itself from God’s final owning of all things.  Rather it is a 
stewardship and a trust.  

To default to giving a constant tenth can be a comfort zone where you stop making sure 
that every gift is deliberate and thought through.  Some wound their families by giving that 
much, they shouldn’t.  Others give but give no thought to what changing needs are 
occurring around them and are religious robots.  Some have suggested that you withdraw 
the cash on a Sunday and put it in the bag because to have an automatic payment takes 
away the deliberate decision that should be put into every act of worship.  It comes down to
this, give as Christ gave to you.  The various principles we have expounded will not result in 
one way of giving for all, nor the same way for all your life.  This is part of our worship to 
God and should be given intense thought.                       
        

    


